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      Central Hearing Facility, Hart Senate Office Building; Washington D.C.

      “In the two-plus hours I’ve been before this committee, I’m still not clear about what it is you want from me,” I say. “Why am I even here, Senators?”

      “We are reviewing your conduct, Agent Wilder. And the conduct of your entire CDAU team,” Senator Daniel Graham of Washington, Chair of the Senate Oversight Committee, cuts off his mic and leans back in his seat, a smug look on his face. “It is our duty to closely examine the parties involved in the massacre at Haven.”

      “As I’ve told you before, neither myself nor my team had anything to do with the situation you’re inquiring about,” I repeat with real heat in my voice. “Nothing at all.”

      “So, your testimony that you did not provide the intelligence to a combined ATF/FBI task force that led to a raid on the compound known as Haven?” he asks with a sneer in his voice. “A raid I remind you, that resulted in the deaths of twenty-seven alleged cult members as well as two federal agents?”

      It’s a question they’ve asked and I’ve answered half a dozen different ways already. And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s answering the same questions over and over. Fighting off the irritation bubbling up inside of me, I lean forward and reach for the button to open the mic on the table before me. My lawyer, Betsy Dibble, puts her hand on my arm and leans over to whisper some advice, but I wave her off.

      “That was not my testimony as you well know, Senator Graham,” I reply sharply. “Unless you are having difficulty reading my report. In which case, I can explain it to you if you prefer—and don’t worry, I’ll be sure to use small words.”

      A smattering of chuckles breaks out around the hearing room—even among his fellow committee members—and Graham’s face darkens as he stares at me. Betsy pushes the button to close my mic and leans over to me, her expression stern, her eyes hard.

      “You’re making it very difficult for me to do my job,” she hisses. “You really don’t want to be insulting the committee members—”

      “He is deliberately misrepresenting my account for the benefit of the press,” I snap. “He’s grandstanding. They’re looking for a scapegoat for their absolute clusterfu—”

      “That’s what they do, Blake. But getting yourself censured or even worse, fired, because you can’t keep your cool, isn’t going to help anybody. Remember what Rosie told you,” she says, giving me a pointed look.

      I sit back in my chair but manage to maintain my composure. The Senate’s Central Hearing Room was built with one purpose in mind: intimidation. The desks of the committee members sit on a raised dais in a semi-circle in front of the small table my lawyer and I are seated at. They are all looking down on us, an obvious attempt to convey their power. The carpet is a deep blue, and the walls are made of highly polished light wood with windows set high in them.

      The rear wall of the chamber is made of granite and the seal of the US Senate is embossed upon it, highlighted by spotlights, another reminder of the gravitas of the chamber we’re sitting in. Behind me are half a dozen rows of chairs for spectators and behind them are half a dozen long tables used by the media. And on the floor in front of me, situated between our table and the committee members’ desks, are reporters and cameramen. The click and whirr of their cameras is as distracting as it is annoying.

      I’d be lying if I said I’m not a bundle of nerves right now. I’ve never been comfortable in front of the cameras. This entire dog and pony show is being photographed for posterity as well as being shown live around the nation—a fact that enrages me since this was originally supposed to be a confidential hearing. But good ol’ Senator Graham is not one to miss out on an opportunity to get his face in front of the cameras. He’s like a Kardashian that way.

      When Rosie first informed me that I was being dragged before a Senate Oversight Committee to testify about the incident out at Haven, she warned me they were collecting scalps. So far, the FBI SWAT commander and one of the chief deputies of the ATF who oversaw the joint task force have been relieved of their commands and are likely going to be fired. There is blood in the water, and they’re looking to add mine to the pool.

      She recommended Betsy to me, and I liked her from the start. Betsy is smart, fierce, and has been operating in DC circles for a long time. She knows the players and knows how to navigate the political waters well. She’s been representing law enforcement officers for years and has developed a healthy dislike of Congresspeople who try to throw them under the bus for their own political gain. Like Rosie, she’s a no-nonsense sort of woman who cuts through the crap. Plus, she’s not afraid to let me get my verbal jabs in, only stepping in when she thinks I’m about to cross the line.

      “So, what is your testimony then, SSA Wilder?” Graham intones, trying to reassert his control over the hearing.

      “The intel I provided was in connection to another totally unrelated case. I was investigating a murder and a string of disappearances,” I say evenly. “As it turned out, there was nothing illegal happening at the compound. Everybody was there voluntarily. Those responsible for the murder of Stacy Burkett were apprehended and that was that. Or, it should have been.”

      “And yet, it wasn’t,” Senator Graham presses.

      “No, apparently not,” I reply. “The intelligence my team developed over the course of our investigation was then used by—a third party—to initiate the raid that left, as you noted earlier, twenty-seven residents of Haven and two federal officers dead.”

      “And you had no knowledge that this raid was being planned?” asks Senator Marie Addair from Massachusetts, in her thick Boston accent.

      “No ma’am, I did not,” I answer.

      “Are you sure about that, Agent Wilder?” Graham asks.

      “I’m positive,” I reply.

      Betsy already told me to avoid bringing Representative Hedlund’s name into this proceeding. She said it would only touch off a war we don’t want to fight right now. I’m aware that Hedlund threw me under the bus and tried to downplay her own involvement in the incident. If she could have, Hedlund would have denied her involvement at all. She was the one who used her connections to initiate the raid. If not for her, there wouldn’t have been a raid at all—and all those people would still be alive.

      But out of some petty vindictiveness toward her daughter, who preferred living on the compound out there than being a prop in her mother’s endless political campaigns, Hedlund set the wheels for that tragedy in motion. I tried to stop her. Tried to get her to call it off. But she wasn’t having it, and when it went wrong, she immediately found a scapegoat. Me.

      “If not you, then who planned this raid, Agent Wilder?” Graham asks.

      I sigh and glance at Betsy who shakes her head at me subtly. I grit my teeth and growl under my breath. This is getting tiresome. And I hate the idea that I’m providing cover of any kind for Hedlund. It doesn’t sit right with me, and honestly, I don’t know why they’d want me to keep Hedlund’s name out of my testimony. All Betsy would say is that we don’t want to take her on right now and that we’ll burn her down later.

      But I’m not a very patient woman. When somebody punches me, I punch them back. That’s just the way the world works as far as I’m concerned. An eye for an eye and the truth will out are a couple of the mottos I live by. And I don’t see why Hedlund deserves cover of any kind whatsoever. As far as I’m concerned, we should just let the chips fall where they may. I certainly have nothing to hide.

      “Agent Wilder?” Graham presses. “I asked you a question.”

      “You can speak to Representative Kathryn Hedlund about that,” I tell him. “It was my understanding that she used her connections to get the task force put together and obtained operational approval for the raid.”

      A smattering of surprised murmurs flutters around the room. The clicking of the cameras grows louder as the photographers and journalists snap up the tasty morsel I just dropped. Most of these hearings are scripted and uneventful. Surprises rarely come out of them. So, when something noteworthy is said, it usually creates a buzz for at least one or two news cycles. Glad I could help sell some papers.

      Beside me, I can feel Betsy tense up and I don’t have to look at her to know she’s got a frown on her face. But like the true professional she is, Betsy acts outwardly like she knew I was going to say what I did. Graham clears his throat and looks at me curiously.

      “Let me get this straight,” he frowns. “You’re accusing Representative Hedlund of organizing this botched raid?”

      “I’m not accusing her of anything, Senator. I merely said you might want to speak with her,” I correct him. “I’ll leave the witch-hunting to the professionals.”

      There’s more murmured laughter around the chamber and Graham’s face grows dark. He stares at me as if he hates me—which is pretty much the same way Congresswoman Hedlund looked at me. And I’m sure dragging her name into this hearing isn’t going to endear me to her anymore. Not that I really care about her or how she feels about me. In my mind, Hedlund is complicit in twenty-nine deaths and should be charged with them.

      But I know it’s a pipe dream. Which is why I am so willing to drag her name through the mud here and now. If nothing else, I want people to see her for what she is. I want people to see her for the bloodthirsty, petty tyrant she truly is. I want them to see her not as the champion of traditional family values she pretends to be. But as the conniving and callous piece of garbage who would murder her own daughter rather than let the girl live her own life on her own terms instead of as a useful tool for her mother’s ambitions.

      “Do you regret your role in the events at Haven, Agent Wilder?” Graham sneers.

      “I’m sorry for everybody who lost their lives, Senator. And if I had a role, I would certainly regret it,” I say. “But I had no role in the planning or execution of the raid. If you’re looking for somebody to apologize for it, you should start with Representative Hedlund.”

      “These are very serious allegations you’re making, Agent Wilder,” Senator Ray Dockweiler of West Virginia intones solemnly. “Do you have any evidence to back up those claims, young lady?”

      I glance at Betsy who gives me a reluctant nod. “You can look at the video footage from inside the situation room on the day in question, Senators,” I say. “That should show you very clearly and very definitively who was calling the shots and directing the raid.”

      Graham shares a look with some of his colleagues and I can see he’s surprised by my statement. He gives the chamber a moment to quiet down before he bangs his gavel on the desk.

      “Settle down, everybody,” Graham calls.

      The chamber slowly grows quiet, and he turns his eyes back to me. “There is footage of the situation room on the day in question?” he asks incredulously. “Then why has the Bureau not offered up this alleged surveillance video to this committee?”

      “That’s above my pay grade. You’re going to need to request it through the proper channels,” I tell him.

      Graham exchanges glances with some of his colleagues again. It’s clearly not the answer he was expecting. He raps his gavel on the desk again, calling the chamber to order, then turns his gaze to me.

      “I’ll do that, Agent Wilder. I’ll be sure to do that,” he says. “I’m looking forward to seeing what’s on this alleged surveillance video.”
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      Cockeysville, MD; seventeen years ago

      The day was bright and warm and as I bounded down the sidewalk with a smile on my face, heading for home, I was feeling good. Happy. And why not? I’d just aced a couple of exams, had a good day at school, and my folks would be taking me to dinner at Francelli’s—my favorite restaurant. All in all, I thought it was turning out to be a really great day.

      “How are you doin’, Blake?”

      “I’m good, Mrs. Castaneda! Your flowers are gorgeous!”

      Mrs. Castaneda had lived in the house next door longer than I’d been alive. She was always kind and had a nice word and a smile for everybody. She also used to bring fresh baked cookies around. My folks said that with her kids having already moved out and her husband passing on a couple of years before, she was lonely. But she never seemed that way to me. She always seemed pleasant and caring.

      “Thank you, dear,” she called back to me.

      I waved to her as I turned onto the walk that led up to the front door. I bounced up the steps, singing to myself. I opened the door and before I even set foot inside, I knew something was wrong. Call it a sixth sense or whatever, but I knew something wasn’t right.

      “Mom? Dad?” I called out.

      I stood at the threshold, half-in and half-out, not sure if I should go inside or turn and run. My heart raced, my stomach churned, and I was caught somewhere between fight and flight.

      “Mom!” I yelled louder. “Dad!”

      There was nothing but silence beyond the front door. I noticed that all the drapes had been drawn, the blinds all closed. The interior of the house was dim and there was a strange odor in the air. With my heart hammering inside of me, I stepped into the house. I knew I shouldn’t have, but I didn’t get the feeling somebody was lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce on me. The house felt—empty. But not in the way it felt when my parents went out or anything like that. There was an eerie oppressiveness to the empty feeling inside the house.

      Swallowing hard, I stepped lightly into the foyer and looked around, peering into the pockets of gloom. Even though I was shaking like a leaf, I walked deeper into the house, ready to turn and run at the first hint of danger. My throat was dry. I licked my lips nervously as I took a few more steps—and when I saw what was on the other side of the staircase, I fell to my knees, a scream bursting from my throat.

      The tears rolled down my face, and although my mind was screaming at me to get up and run, I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed by what I saw before me. I shook my head, trying to deny what I was seeing.

      “Mom,” I croaked, my voice choked with emotion. “Dad.”

      My parents were stretched out on their bellies on the tile in front of me, their hands behind their backs, two bullet holes in the backs of each of their heads. My mother’s head was turned to the side. Her strawberry blonde hair streaked with blood, covering the lower part of her face. All I could see was her eye, wide open, the usually vibrant and sparkling green now dull and faded. Lifeless.

      “Oh, god,” I whispered, my entire body trembling. I felt an urge to vomit and I didn’t have the strength to fight it. I only barely turned away in time to avoid throwing up on their bodies. It wracked my stomach and my throat, mixing with the tears falling down my cheeks. I collapsed to my knees, still not believing this was real.

      This couldn’t be real. This was a horrible dream.

      But the longer I sat there, the more I knew it had to be real.

      As I stared at the unmoving forms of my parents, a thought occurred to me—Kit. Where was my little sister? I knew she’d stayed home from school that day, but she wasn’t there on the floor with them. I jumped to my feet and dashed upstairs, heedless of the possibility that somebody was still there waiting for me.

      “Kit!” I called out as I burst into her room.

      Her bed was unmade, her pillows and comforter strewn across the floor. Some of the figurines she collected had been swept off her dresser. They lay on the hard wood flooring, some of them smashed to pieces. Her nightstand had been turned over and everything was in disarray. Kit wasn’t there. Heedless of my own safety, I ran through the rest of the house, checking every single room.

      Powerful waves of panic washed over me as I looked in all her usual hiding spots. I even looked in the attic, even though she’d always been too afraid to go up there. But she was nowhere to be found. She was gone. My little sister was gone. Whoever killed my parents took Kit.

      I ran back downstairs, tears rolling down my face and on the verge of hyperventilating. I stood at the bottom of the stairs, just looking at the still, lifeless bodies of my parents. The strangest details stood out to me—the fact that their hands were bound behind their backs using a clove hitch knot. Having spent time at summer camps, I was pretty familiar with a lot of different knots. I recognized the knot used to bind their hands, and for some reason, that detail stood out to me.

      More than that, though, was the pool of blood on the marbled tile. It was such a vibrant shade of red against the flooring that it almost didn’t seem real. I couldn’t stop fixating on how vivid the color was. It seemed so intensely bright I had a hard time believing it was genuine. But in my heart, I knew it was. The thick, viscous pool had already started to congeal which told me my parents were a couple of hours dead already.

      A soft squeak issued from somewhere deeper in the house. I knew the entire place was empty—I’d been through every room looking for Kit. But the sound still sent a jolt of terror coursing through my veins anyway. My imagination told me whatever monster had slain my parents was still in the house with me. Lurking in the shadows, waiting to strike. It was coming for me, and if I didn’t move now, it was going to devour me.

      With a choked sob combined with a squeal of fear bursting from my mouth, I turned and ran out of the house, sprinting for Mrs. Castaneda’s place.
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Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      “We’re here,” he says.

      The driver’s voice cuts into my thoughts, and I realize the car has come to a stop in front of my building. I’ve been so caught up in the memory of the most terrible and traumatic day of my life, the trip home from Sea-Tac passed in the blink of an eye.

      “Right. Sorry,” I reply. “Long flight.”

      “No sweat. Let me get your bags.”

      “Thank you.”

      I get out of the car as my driver goes to the trunk and pulls out my suitcase. He sets it down on the sidewalk next to me and raises the handle and I hand him a twenty-dollar bill.

      “Appreciate it,” he says.

      “No problem,” I reply as I pull out my phone and give him a five-star rating. “Have a good night.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      He drives away, leaving me standing there feeling anxious. Part of me wants to rush right upstairs to see Kit. We’ve barely had a chance to talk since she mysteriously showed up at my Aunt Annie’s place the night of the raid out at Haven. And since then, things have been hectic, to say the least. There’s a lot I still want and need to talk to her about. For eighteen years, I haven’t known what became of my kid sister and now she’s suddenly here. I want to embrace her. Catch up with her. I want to know what happened to her. Where she was. I want to know everything that’s happened over the nearly two decades she’s been gone.

      But I’m holding myself back. There’s that other part of me that’s hesitant. There’s part of me that’s still uncertain that’s actually my kid sister in my apartment. After what happened with Mark and knowing the Thirteen might still be trying to insert somebody into my life, I’d be an idiot to let my guard down. I really hate to think it, but the timing of her arrival is really suspicious to me. As fantastical as it sounds, it’s actually not outside the realm of possibility the woman in my apartment is not, in fact, Katherine Wilder. I just haven’t had a chance to really put her to the test yet. Now that I’m home though, I intend to do just that.

      I have to know who she is. Have to know if she’s really Kit or a clever imposter. She’s got the same strawberry-blonde hair we both inherited from our mother. Her skin is like alabaster, and her eyes are as vibrantly green as our mother’s used to be, too. She’s very fit and athletic, but she’s as lean and lithe as I remember. Outwardly, she looks like my sister—or at least, what I imagine my sister all grown up would look like.

      Questioning whether it’s actually Kit up there in my apartment or not makes me feel paranoid. Like I should be wearing a tinfoil hat and a paper robe or something. But given everything that’s happened, I’d be completely naïve and foolish to not consider the possibility. I’m a lot of things, but naïve and foolish are not among them.

      I know I need to be on my toes. I can’t afford to let my guard down. Not now. And not until I can verify without a single doubt in my mind that the woman in my apartment is who she’s telling me she is.

      And maybe not even then.
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      I let myself into my apartment then close and lock the door behind me. I drop my bags next to the table in the entryway and my keys in the bowl on top of the table. The sound of classical music—Brahms, I think—fills the air around me. It’s not my style of music—I’ve always preferred the jazz my father turned me onto—but I have a certain appreciation for it.

      I walk into the living room to find Kit curled up on the couch. The lighting in the room is dim, but she’s got a book in her lap anyway. She looks up and smiles as I walk in. I drop down onto the loveseat across from her and let out a long, tired sigh.

      “How was DC?” she asks.

      “Exhilarating,” I reply. “There’s nothing quite like being grilled by politicians who’ve got no skin in the game but enjoy sitting back and judging every move you make after the fact.”

      “Monday morning quarterbacks are always fun to deal with.”

      I laugh ruefully and nod. “So true.”

      I look at my sister and can’t help but feel a sense of wonder again. For almost twenty years, she was just—gone. And now she’s back. But that wonder is tempered by the fear that permeates every facet of my life now. Fear that’s turned to paranoia. Other than my immediate circle, I don’t know who I can trust. Most days I feel like I can’t trust anybody but my team, Paxton and his team, and my cousin Maisey and Aunt Annie. I know them all and I’d trust them with my life.

      When new people enter my world, I look at them with skepticism and the belief they’ve got an agenda. That they’re there to keep tabs on me. Or perhaps even to eliminate me. After all, three people who had contact with me are now dead—Mr. Corden, Gina Aoki, and now Mark. All of them were murdered because they’d interacted with me. Well, Mark was inserted into my life, tasked with developing a romantic relationship with me. And he did his job all too well. Even though I know what he was, if not who, I can’t deny there is a piece of me that misses him. I wish I could.

      The truth was that he worked for the Thirteen as a spy. That’s the only conclusion I can draw after Paxton’s tech genius buddy Brody found that Mark Walton was a cover. He had his information backstopped for ten years, making him look totally legit—until you dug deep enough to find that Mark Walton never existed. He was really nothing more than a long-term honey trap. And it galls me that I fell into it.

      I don’t know why he was killed—or by whom—but I assume he failed to do something and that earned him a bullet from his employer. My theory is that he was given orders to eliminate me, and because he didn’t, he was killed. I think deep down, he actually did care for me. He was part of my life for a while, and whenever he told me he loved me, I believed him. The look on his face and the tone in his voice was sincere. And I think maybe he couldn’t bring himself to kill me when he was ordered to. That led to him taking the bullet meant for me.

      Which is why I’m skeptical about Kit—or whoever she really is—popping up in my life all of a sudden. I want to believe it’s her more than anything. But I have my doubts. And I really hate that I do. It’s just that the timing of it all is really suspect to me. And if I’m being really honest, I have my questions about whether she killed him or not. If she’s an agent of the Thirteen like part of me believes she is, it’s not outside the realm of possibility.

      “So, are you in trouble over this whole raid thing?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know yet,” I reply. “Heads are already rolling and it’s clear they’re looking for a scapegoat. I just don’t know if I’m going to be one of them or not.”

      “Ruby Ridge, Waco—the folks at the top who ordered these debacles never pay the price,” she comments. “It always falls on people like you, who do the actual work.”

      “That’s the thing though. I had nothing to do with this,” I tell her. “This was all Hedlund. She took my intel and used it to slaughter those people.”

      “Making my point even more true.”

      I sigh and lean back on the loveseat, pinching the bridge of my nose as I feel a headache coming on. Probably the stress of all this garbage.

      “Hey, you remember that time Mom and Dad took us to that petting zoo—”

      “I know what you’re doing,” she cuts me off. “For an FBI agent, your interrogation skills suck, Blake. Probably something you should work on.”

      “And what is it I’m doing?”

      “The same thing you’ve been doing since we talked at Aunt Annie’s that first night,” she replies. “Dropping little stories here and there to see if I remember them. You’re subtly grilling me because you don’t think I am who I say I am.”

      “Kit—”

      “I’m not stupid, Blake. I can see it in your eyes.”

      She looks at me sharply. I can see the pain in her expression. Hear it in her voice. It drives a lance of guilt through me, but I can’t help it. Nor will I apologize for being cautious.

      “Do you really think I’m an imposter? That I’m just some random person pretending to be your little sister? Seriously?” she asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” I tell her, even though it’s exactly what I’m thinking.

      “You didn’t have to,” she says. “It’s written all over your face.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. “If you’ve gone through what I have recently, you’d understand why I’m feeling a little—cautious—right now.”

      “Cautious? You’re bordering on paranoid.”

      “Maybe so. But it’s not without reason.”

      “What reason could you possibly have to doubt that I’m your sister, Blake?”

      “The fact that you show up out of the blue almost twenty years after you disappeared?” I reply. “And at a time with things in my life are—complicated.”

      “Then talk to me. Tell me what’s going on. Maybe I can help dispel that paranoia and prove to you that I am who I say I am.”

      “I mean, you look like what I imagined you would have looked like as an adult. But I honestly don’t know how you prove that,” I say honestly.

      “Just talk to me, Blake. Tell me what’s happened that has you acting like this,” she presses. “Tell me what I can do to put your mind at ease.”

      I don’t think there is anything she can say to put my mind at ease, to be honest. And that’s the dilemma. I won’t really open up to her until I trust her, but I can’t trust her until I know if this is really Kit I’m talking to. My heart is saying yes, this is my kid sister, but I know how unreliable my heart can be—case in point, the man I knew as Mark Walton. So, while my heart is telling me one thing, my brain is telling me the opposite. It’s telling me to tread lightly and be wary.

      “Why now?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you choose to make a grand reappearance now?” I press. “It’s just—with everything that’s going on, it seems really strange. So, why now?”

      Kit purses her lips and looks away for a moment, seeming to be collecting her thoughts—or making up a story. I can’t tell which at this point.

      “It just seemed like the right time,” she finally replies.

      “That’s it? It just seemed like the right time?”

      “Yes, Blake. I wish I had some grand answer for you. But I don’t,” she says. “For a long time—most of my life, honestly, I… haven’t been free to do what I want. I finally got out from under that then hid out for a little while. Then I found you and made my way here.”

      It’s not much of an answer and does nothing to alleviate my fears. But there is a sincerity in her eyes and in her voice that gives me pause. I’ve always believed those things were hard to fake. But thanks to Mark, I’m second-guessing myself about everything. I hate that I can’t trust my own instincts right now, but I can’t. Not after Mark. When emotions are involved, it’s obvious my instincts are skewed and lead me down the wrong path. And there is no bigger emotional trigger for me than my sister.

      “Where you have you been all this time, Kit? What happened to you after you were taken?” I ask. “I honestly thought you were dead.”

      Her face darkens and a frown creases her lips. She looks down at the book in her hands for a moment, then closes it and sets it aside.

      “Where have I been? Somewhere I never should have been,” she says quietly. “Doing things nobody should ever be asked to do.”

      There was such a pain in her voice that even with my faulty instincts, I was certain it couldn’t have been faked. It was just too real and too raw for it to be faked.

      “What happened to you?” I ask again.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about it, Blake. Not right now.”

      I nod and don’t press the issue. The idea that she was being trafficked is one that’s been in my mind for years. I’ve always hoped she didn’t have to endure that sort of suffering, but hearing her voice just now makes me think maybe that’s exactly what happened. And my heart breaks to think of the sort of degradation she might have suffered at the hands of those who took her all those years ago.

      “Do you know who took you, Kit?”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it right now,” she snaps, her voice hard.

      A long moment of awkward silence stretches out between us. Neither of us seems to know what to say to the other right now. It’s killing me not knowing if this is really Kit sitting in front of me. But even if it is, I still have to question the timing of her arrival. I so desperately want to believe this is Kit and embrace her. For eighteen years, I have missed my little sister every single day. The thought that it might really be her, and I’m still keeping her at an arm’s distance, is painful beyond measure for me. I need to know the truth.

      I look up and she meets my eyes. There’s a moment there, just a brief flash, when I see the girl she used to be in the face of the woman before me. It’s gone as soon as it came, though. I want to believe, but I can’t be sure it’s not simply my own wishful thinking. My own hopes and desires making me see things that aren’t really there. The stress of everything going on, combined with the exhausting trip to DC, is taking a physical, mental, and emotional toll on me.

      I know I should go to bed, get some sleep, and try to sort this all out when I’m thinking more clearly. I can’t let it go though. I need answers, so I scroll through my memories, looking for something innocuous. Something so subtle and small that nobody would have thought to ask my sister about it. It can’t be a major life event—not that she had many at nine years old—or anything too obvious. Nothing too memorable. Something so minor nobody would ever think to ask about it. And then it hits me.

      “Hey, do you remember the special present I gave you when you were six?” I ask.

      She arches an eyebrow at me. “Still testing me?”

      “Come on, give me a break. Put yourself in my shoes,” I protest. “What would you be thinking? What would you do if I showed up in your life with no explanation after almost two decades?”

      She blows out a long, frustrated breath. “Fine. I’ll play your game,” she says. “But only because we need to put this whole ‘am I Kit or am I not Kit’ business behind us and get on with catching up with each other. I’ve missed you, Blake. Like, a lot. I went through a hell of a lot of crap to get back here to you.”

      I give her a small smile. “Good. Thank you,” I reply. “So, the gift I gave you when you were six? What was it?”

      “I was seven, actually. Not five. And it was a necklace with a charm of St. Vitus—patron saint of dancers. I thought I was going to be the prima ballerina of the New York City Ballet Company at the time,” she replies evenly. “I don’t wear it anymore because I’m afraid of losing it—it’s the last connection I have to you. But I still keep it on me at all times.”

      She gives me a smirk then reaches into her pocket, and when she pulls out the chain with the charm of St. Vitus and holds it up, my eyes immediately well with tears. I bite back the gasp that threatens to burst out and cover my mouth with my hands. I stare at the charm for a moment, then shift my eyes to hers.

      “Do I pass the test?” she asks.

    

  







            Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Office of SSA Wilder, Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Not to be the wet blanket here, but if she is an imposter, they could have grilled the real Kit about the necklace, you know,” Astra notes.

      I nod. “I know. It’s possible,” I acknowledge. “But I’m certain that’s not the case. I’m positive it really is Kit.”

      Astra leans back in her seat and takes a swallow of her coffee. She looks away and I can see her mind working as she lets my words sink in. She’s taking Mark’s betrayal almost as hard as I am and questioning her own judgment. She prides herself on being a human BS detector, and the fact that Mark slipped through the cracks and fooled her left Astra a little shaken. I know the feeling all too well.

      After Kit revealed the necklace—and I got my emotions back in check—we spent most of the night talking. Or at least, I did while she listened. She told me very little about her life over the past couple of decades. I didn’t want to press her too hard yet, simply because when I poked around the edges, I could see how emotional it was making her. I saw anger and guilt, but more than that, I saw real shame in her eyes. It broke my heart to see it. She’s the victim in all of this. She was abducted and had God knows what done to her.

      But we talked. And the more we did, the more I became convinced she truly is my lost little sister. There were certain mannerisms she had, even back then, that she still had. Certain gestures or ways of saying things. There were things she said and did that no amount of prepping an imposter could have accounted for. Things that were just part of Kit’s personality that couldn’t possibly be faked.

      I would have stayed home all day just to keep talking to her—and trying to break through that shell she keeps around herself. I want to know everything that happened to her. I want to know what her life was like—even the most terrible and horrible details. Kit shouldn’t have to carry that alone. As her big sister, I want to help shoulder that burden and get her the help she desperately needs to leave that life behind her once and for all.

      But I couldn’t stay home, unfortunately. There’s just too much going on and I can’t afford to not be here. I’m dealing with a dozen different fires right now. It’s not like I can take time off right now. It’s frustrating, but at least I can spend the evenings reconnecting with Kit. And I feel like that’s what we did last night—or at least, started to. We’re reconnecting. I never thought I’d be so lucky. After all these years, actually being able to sit with my sister and have a conversation with her fills me with a joy I never thought I’d know.

      Astra turns back to me. “All right. Assuming it’s her, doesn’t the timing of her showing up in your life strike you as strange?”

      I laugh softly. “Well, yeah. It’s one of the biggest red flags in my head,” I say. “I mean, you don’t know how happy I am she’s back. That she’s alive. But I’d kind of like to know if she’s back to watch me, or if she’s here to kill me. I hate thinking worst-case scenario—”

      “But you’d be an idiot not to,” Astra finishes for me.

      I take a sip of the coffee she brought in for me and ponder everything that’s happening. The emotions churning inside of me are complicated, to say the least. On one hand, the joy of knowing my sister is alive and is at home, waiting for me, is incalculable. On the other hand, with everything that’s happened—and still happening—knowing she’s at home waiting for me fills me with a profound sense of fear. It shouldn’t be like this. But this is what my life has come to.

      “I don’t want to overstep my bounds, but I want to have Rick do a deep dive on her,” Astra says. “I want to see what he can come up with.”

      I give her a grin. “I’ve already asked him to do it,” I reply. “As happy as I am, I’m not an idiot.”

      “Good girl.”

      We sit quietly for a moment then Astra looks up at me. “Look, I don’t want to be a wet blanket. I am really happy for you,” she says. “To have your sister back—it’s an incredible thing. It’s a miracle, really.”

      “It is,” I agree. “She won’t talk about it yet, but I’ve got a feeling she’s going to have a long road to recovery ahead of her. I got the feeling she was being trafficked and escaped.”

      “Did she say that?”

      I shake my head. “No, she hasn’t said anything yet. I’m guessing based on some of the things she said. It sounded like it.”

      “Well, be careful with your assumptions, Blake. Don’t let yourself get too emotionally invested just yet,” Astra warns me. “Not until we find out if she’s really on the up and up.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I know. It’s hard not to though.”

      There’s a knock at my door and when I look up, I see Rosie standing on the other side. I wave her in, and Astra gives me a tight smile before she stands and heads out into the bullpen. Rosie—SAC Rosalinda Espinoza—drops down into the chair Astra had just vacated and crosses her legs as she sits back. She’s a no-nonsense kind of woman. Tough. Intelligent. She’s not a large woman, but her mere presence can be intimidating, and she does not suffer fools.

      “Caught your hearing on TV,” she starts.

      I roll my eyes. “Wonderful.”

      “You didn’t do too bad. But you were a little more combative than I—or Betsy—would have liked,” she comments. “Made you look defensive.”

      “How can I not be defensive?” I reply. “They’re threatening to blow up my team and my career. I’m not going to sit idly by and let them take away everything I’ve worked for. Everything I’ve earned.”

      “And I’m not saying you should. But I thought we all agreed we weren’t going to bring Representative Hedlund into it.”

      “Listen, I know she’s your friend, but—”

      “That’s not what this is about. And I wouldn’t characterize our relationship as a friendship,” Rosie cuts me off. “But we didn’t want to bring her name into this simply because she’s a headache you don’t need right now. Not with everything else going on.”

      I cock my head at her and frown. I’m not sure what she means by everything else going on. She doesn’t know about Kit being back. Rosie looks at me, an expression of concern crossing her features.

      “Judging by the look on your face, I take it you haven’t heard yet,” she says.

      “Heard what?”

      Rosie runs a hand across her face, that look of concern deepening. “It’s Torres. I’m hearing that he’s making some noise about impaneling a grand jury.”

      “For what?”

      “He’s trying to indict you for the murders of Gina Aoki and Mark Walton,” she sighs.

      My eyes widen and my mouth falls open. Ricardo Torres, Deputy Chief of the Seattle Police Department, has been a thorn in my side for a long time now. His hatred for one of my best friends, Paxton Arrington—a former SPD officer—has bled over onto me. Torres has tried to intimidate and bully me. He’s threatened me. He’s done everything he can to make my life a living hell. But indicting me for a pair of murders I know that he knows I didn’t commit is a new low for him—and that bar is already really low.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I mutter.

      “It’s not official or anything. Those are the rumblings going around right now is all,” Rosie tells me, trying to be reassuring. “But knowing how much Torres hates you, I’m worried this is going to get out of control.”

      “There’s nothing to get out of control, Rosie. I didn’t kill them,” I argue. “And if Torres has evidence that says otherwise, he’s lying, and he manufactured it.”

      Rosie holds her hands up in surrender. “Relax, Blake. I know that. I know you didn’t murder anybody,” she says. “And I know he’s trying to gin up a case. I know that. But we need to take it seriously. We both know what he’s capable of, Blake.”

      “We do,” I nod. “And I am taking this seriously.”

      “Good. But this means you’ll be fighting a war on at least two different fronts,” she goes on. “Hedlund is not going to take kindly to be dragged into this. She will be coming for you, Blake.”

      “Let her come,” I reply. “All we need is to get the footage from the situation room the day of the raid at Haven…”

      My words taper off when I see Rosie’s face darken. She looks away for a moment and I feel a finger of ice sliding up my spine. I have a horrible feeling I know what the next words out of her mouth are going to be.

      “The footage is gone. As soon as you raised it at the hearing, I tried to pull it,” she says, sounding miserable. “The footage was erased, Blake. The tech teams say they don’t know how it happened. Say it was a systemwide glitch.”

      Color me surprised. I hate that I’m right about these things all the stinking time. If the footage really is gone, it’s a problem. A big problem. It will give credence to what I assume will be Hedlund’s storyline—an FBI coverup. I’m sure she’ll play the part of the victim to the hilt, accusing the Bureau of trying to destroy her politically. And I’m equally sure she’ll be able to parlay that faux victimhood into anger among her base, which she will use to make herself an even bigger blip on the national radar.

      The furor over this supposed coverup is going to grow, and of course, Hedlund will be right there on the front lines fanning the flames. And she’ll garner even more national attention for herself, very likely riding that tide of anger and outrage to an even more prominent and higher office. She’s going to build her political ambitions on the backs of twenty-nine dead people—including her own daughter. It is the most disgustingly craven play I’ve ever seen—and I’ve seen some things.

      “Hedlund played this well, I have to give her that. Covered all her bases,” I say. “She’s even more devious than I gave her credit for.”

      Rosie shakes her head. “I tried to warn you.”

      “I know you did.” I blow out a frustrated breath. “And I wish I’d listened.”

      There’s an uncomfortable silence in the room as I sit back in my seat and contemplate the destruction of my career. It’s all coming down in a flaming ruin around me and there’s not a thing I can do to stop it. By squeezing whoever she squeezed to get the footage erased, Hedlund boxed me in. The next time I’m called before the Senate Oversight Committee—and I’m sure I’m going to be called again—I’ll have nothing to back up any of my claims about Hedlund being the one who orchestrated the raid.

      That will, of course, lead them to conclude that I tried to falsely incriminate Hedlund and am part of this supposed coverup and attempt to smear her. Hedlund’s star will continue to rise—meteorically, no doubt—while I sit among the smoking rubble of my career.

      “She’s not going to be happy unless she destroys my whole team,” I say. “We’ve done some good work here—”

      “And you’re going to continue to do good work, Blake,” Rosie interrupts, her voice hard. “If she wants a fight, she’ll get one.”

      “What can we do, Rosie? She’s got friends in high places.”

      “So do we,” she replies. “Right now, you let me handle this. And you focus on your job.”

      “What about Torres?”

      “Unless and until he comes with an indictment, he’s not worth thinking about. Just focus on what’s in front of you.”

      I nod and run a hand across my face. Even without worrying about Hedlund and Torres, I still have a lot on my plate. But it’s going to be tough to focus on what’s in front of me when so much is hanging over my head and I’m just waiting for it all to come crashing down.
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      “Kit? You here?” I call out.

      I drop my keys into the dish on the table beside the door then set my bag down. I walk into the apartment and look around. The lights are dim and she’s not there. Frowning, I walk down the hall and peek into the spare bedroom she’s been staying in, but she’s not there, either. An irrational flutter of worry passes through me as I walk back to the kitchen and go to the refrigerator. I pull out the open bottle of chardonnay on the top shelf and pour myself a glass, trying to get myself sorted.

      She hadn’t mentioned that she was going out tonight, nor did she send me a text or leave a note. I know she’s a grown woman now and that she doesn’t have to check in with me whenever she sets foot outside my apartment. But having grown up in a world where my little sister was abducted, I think I can be excused for feeling a little freaked out when she’s not where she should be. Or at least, where I think she should be.

      I take a swallow of wine to settle my nerves then pick up my phone and call her. Kit’s phone is off, and it goes directly to voicemail. My next call is to Annie, who picks up on the second ring.

      “Blake, I’m glad you called,” she greets me. “I was going to call you tonight actually to see if you and Kit would like to come for dinner—”

      “Hey Annie,” I cut her off. “I was actually wondering if Kit was over there?”

      “No, she’s not. Why would she be here?”

      “I just thought she might have come over to say hello.”

      Annie clucks her tongue the way she does when she’s about to say something cutting, so I take a drink of wine to brace myself for it.

      “It would be so out of character for you girls to just stop by to say hello,” she says.

      She laughs lightly, at least trying to make it sound like a joke, but I know she means it. Not to say Annie is needy, but we could stop by for dinner every night of the week and it still wouldn’t be enough. Her clinginess has only gotten worse since my cousin Maisey moved out with her boyfriend. We’ve been working on it with Annie, making a point of visiting and trying to make her feel less alone, but it’s obviously still a work in progress. My aunt raised me after my parents were killed, and I love her to death, but she can be… a little much.

      “No, she’s not here, Blake. But I would like you two to come for dinner soon,” she tells me.

      “We will. I promise.”

      “I am still just so shocked that she’s here. Alive,” Annie goes on. “It really is a miracle.”

      “It really is,” I agree, anxious to get off the line knowing Annie wants to have a long conversation. “Okay, I have to run, Annie. I’ll call you soon. Love you.”

      I quickly disconnect the call before she can reply. I’m not in the mood to have an idle chat right now. Instead, I drain the last of my glass then refill it. There’s nobody else I can call, so I’m left to sit here wondering where Kit is and what she’s doing. For all I know, the people who abducted her in the first place found and took her again. Granted, I’m pretty sure that’s not the case and it’s just my paranoid mind working overtime.

      I don’t see any sign of a struggle and nothing is missing or out of place. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about my sister since she’s been here, it’s that she’s a fighter. She would kick, hit, scratch, or bite to keep herself from being taken again. She very likely would make her captor kill her rather than go with them. And since there’s no body and no blood, I have to assume she went out. For what reason, I have no idea. It’s not like she knows anybody in Seattle.

      Or hell, maybe she does. Kit has been so tight-lipped about her life prior to showing up at Annie’s that I have no idea where she’s been or who she knows. She could have built an entire life here and I wouldn’t have known. I suppose it’s entirely possible she’s got friends here. I sigh and pace the room, taking a drink of my wine as I do. This must be what it feels like for a parent waiting for their child to come home.

      A few minutes later, I’ve finished my second glass and am in the middle of pouring a third when a knock at the door draws my attention. I set the bottle down and sprint to the door, not even bothering to even glance at the doorbell camera monitor. I throw the locks and fling the door open, expecting to see Kit standing there. But when I see it’s not her, I frown.

      “I’ll try to not take that lack of enthusiasm about my presence personally,” Mo cracks.

      I laugh softly. “Sorry. I was expecting somebody else.”

      “Clearly,” she replies with a laugh. She’s carrying a banker’s box clearly full of papers and files.

      “Come in, come in,” I wave her in.

      Mo walks in and I close the door, making sure to leave it unlocked, then follow her into the living room.

      “Would you like something to drink?” I ask.

      “No, but thanks,” she said. “I won’t take up much of your time. I just wanted to drop these off for you.”

      She takes the lid off the box and pulls out a file. I take it from her and start flipping through the papers inside of it and see that it’s pages and pages of financial records.

      “What am I looking at?” I ask.

      “You are looking at the finances of the top one hundred and fifty people who directly benefitted from rulings reversed by this new Supreme Court,” Mo explains. “Obviously, there are a lot more people who reaped some benefit from things like looser tax laws and deregulation—thousands, probably—but not everybody is going to be involved with this conspiracy to remake the Court.”

      I nod, following along. “The vast majority of people would probably benefit incidentally.”

      “Right. So, my thinking was that the people who financially benefitted the most—and we’re talking hundreds of millions, if not billions—would have had the most incentive to be involved with this plot.”

      “Making them the most likely candidates to be part of the Thirteen.”

      “Bingo,” Mo says. “But it’s not a guarantee that the hundred and fifty names in those files are all part of this evil and exclusive club either.”

      “No, absolutely,” I agree. “This is going to take some serious legwork. We’re going to have to go through and vet each of these people.”

      “It’s going to take a minute,” she notes.

      “Yeah, that it will,” I laugh softly. “But this is a really great place to start. Excellent work, Mo. Seriously. And thank you.”

      “No sweat, boss. It’s actually kind of fun in a weird way.”

      “I think we need to have a serious discussion about your definition of fun,” I crack, flashing her a grin. “On a serious note, things are starting to get hairy, Mo. This is a dangerous line we’re walking so I think this should be the end of your involvement with this.”

      She screws up her face. “Absolutely not. We’re really starting to get somewhere here.”

      “Mo, people are being killed—”

      “I know that. And I’m fine with assuming the risks,” she cuts me off.

      “I just don’t want you getting hurt. Or worse.”

      “Hey, I knew that was a possibility when I joined the Bureau,” she shrugs. “I joined because I want to do some good—some real good—in this world. I want to make a difference before I’m done here, Blake.”

      “But you can—”

      “Look,” she says. Mo extends her right arm and rolls up her sleeve, revealing a litany of tattoos all up her arm. I always forget that underneath the no-nonsense business clothes she wears, Mo is somewhat of an ink fiend. You’d never know it to look at her.

      “Right here,” she points to her inner arm, just below a floral design in the crook of her elbow and above a small moon on her wrist. The other tattoos around it are much fresher and more colorful; the one she’s pointing at has been faded over time. But it still occupies a prominent position on her arm. It’s a centerpiece.

      I narrow my eyes and read the small words written in a simple, yet striking script.

      “Do Good Work,” I read out loud.

      “That’s the first tat I ever got,” she tells me, rolling her sleeve back down before I can get a good look at any of the other tattoos. “It’s a reminder for me to always, in everything I do, to do good work. To leave this world a better place than I found it—no matter what. I got it because…”

      She pauses for a second, memories clearly flitting across her eyes. Mo has never opened up to me before. I want to ask her, but I know she has her own history, her own guarded secrets that she has a right to keep hidden. Either way, I’m glad for her trust—just as I am glad that I can trust her.

      “…Because I know firsthand what it’s like when people who have the ability to do good work, don’t,” she finishes. “And I never want to be that.”

      I frown and look down at the folder in my hand and think about the people who’ve died already because of this. Three sitting Supreme Court Justices, my parents, their entire working group, Gina Aoki, Mr. Corden, and even the man I knew as Mark Walton. The danger is unlike anything I think I’ve ever faced before. It’s more present. More real. And it’s a danger I don’t know that I want to expose my team to. I don’t know that I can deal with losing the people I care most about in this world.

      “I want to see this through. All the way to the end, Blake,” Mo continues. “I know you can use my help. This is just too big for you to do on your own.”

      “I don’t know, Mo. You’ve already done a lot—”

      “All the more reason for me to stick around and see this through. I’m not worried about any danger this assignment brings. This is part of the job, whether we’re chasing a murderer or a conspiracy,” she says. “Also, what better work could I do than to take down a major conspiracy ring like this?”

      That draws a laugh out of me, and I shake my head. The truth is, I can use her help. I honestly can use all the help I can get. I just hate the idea that I’ll be putting Mo in danger if I let her press forward with me. But she seems more than willing and she’s not walking in with her eyes closed. I’ll make sure she knows exactly how dangerous this will be. I’ll remind her every single day if I have to just so she doesn’t forget.

      “All right. But we are going to need to be really careful in how we go about this. We tell nobody aside from Astra,” I tell her.

      “What about Rick?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. I don’t…”

      I let my words trail off as I see her frown and look away. I can already tell by the look on her face that she’s told him what’s happening.

      “Please tell me you didn’t pull him in,” I groan.

      “Who did you think got me access to all the financials?” she asks sheepishly. “He’s better at the tech stuff than I am. But he can keep his mouth shut. I mean, you didn’t even know he was working on this with me.”

      A wry smile touches my lips. She has a point. But that means my whole team is running a shadow investigation without official authorization or approval. Of course, if Hedlund is going to blow my team up, going out with a win like this—taking down the Thirteen and saving the country from their corruptive and murderous influence—would be a pretty sweet note to go out on. Talk about a feather in our caps.

      “All right. But this is to be kept in the strictest confidence beyond our working group,” I say. “The circle starts and ends with us.”

      “Aye aye, captain,” she replies.

      “You sound way too excited for what we’re up against,” I note. “Like I said, we’re going to have a talk about your definition of fun.”

      She laughs and heads for the door. “I’ll see you at the shop tomorrow, boss.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Once she’s gone, I look at the box for a long moment before dragging it over to where my laptop is set up on a desk in the corner. After that, I go and pour myself another glass of wine, then start digging into the records Mo brought over. Might as well make good use of my time rather than sit here and stress out about my sister.

      It’s a welcome distraction.

    

  







            Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      The sound of the front door closing, followed by the scuff of furtive footsteps on the hardwood floor, jumps me awake. Adrenaline floods me and I instantly tense, my body at the ready for whatever might come. I’m stretched out on the couch, concealed by darkness, but my weapon is over on the kitchen counter. It might as well be a thousand miles away for all the good it does me over there. Remaining perfectly still, I focus on the sound of the footsteps and see the figure quietly moving in the dark. It’s like a shadow moving among the shadows.

      I reach out cautiously, as not to make a sound and flip on the lamp on the small table next to the sofa, flooding the room with light. Kit jumps like I just goosed her with a twenty-thousand-volt cattle prod and wheels around, her eyes wide in shock.

      “What are you doing? Are you trying to scare me to death?” she hisses.

      “What am I doing? What are you doing?” I fire back. “Why are you sneaking in here like that? You startled me creeping around in the dark.”

      She sighs. “I was trying to keep from waking you up. Why are you sleeping out here on the couch anyway?”

      “I was doing some work and I must have fallen asleep.”

      I look down at the floor and see the file I’d been going through lying scattered on the floor, the pages fanned out on the ground. I slip off the couch and start to gather the fallen pages together as Kit leans against the loveseat and folds her arms over her chest, watching me. I stack the papers together, knowing I’ve made a complete hash of the order they were in. It’s going to be a pain in the butt putting them all back together the right way.

      “Wonderful. That’s just great,” I mutter.

      I sit down on the edge of the couch then glance at my watch, feeling a bubble of anger bursting inside me.

      I look up at my sister. “Do you know what time it is?”

      “It’s a little after two,” she replies. “What, were you waiting up for me or something?”

      I sigh and scrub my face with my hands, then blow out a frustrated breath and look up at her again, doing my best to control my emotions. I know they’ll only make things more complicated than they have to be. It’s hard though. This is my sister and right now, I’m having a hard time shutting down the emotions. After everything I went through after she was taken, it’s not easy to be calm and logical about—well—much of anything.

      “I was worried about you, Kit,” I tell her. “You didn’t leave a note. You didn’t call or text me. I had no idea where you were.”

      “I was out,” she says simply.

      “Out where?”

      “Does it matter?” she replies, sounding like a petulant teenager.

      “It does,” I tell her as wave after wave of frustration crashes down over me. “I was worried something had happened to you.”

      “But it didn’t.”

      “And how was I supposed to know that? All I know is that you were gone when I got home and I had no idea where you were,” I say, my voice growing colder. “I know you’ll think it’s ridiculous, but for all I knew, the people you escaped from came back for you.”

      She frowns and looks away for a moment as if the thought hadn’t occurred to her. Kit lets out a heavy sigh then turns back to me.

      “You’re right,” she admits. “I didn’t think about that. I’ll make sure to leave a note next time just so you aren’t up all night worrying.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “So, what were you doing out this late?”

      “I just had some things to do.”

      I frown, not liking that she’s still being so evasive with me. “Kit, what’s going on? What could you possibly have to do here?”

      “Things, Blake. Stop interrogating me,” she snaps.

      “I’m not interrogating you. I just want to know what you were up to,” I fire back. “I mean, according to you, Annie, Maisey, and I are the only people you know in Seattle. So, who were you out with?”

      She throws her hands up in the air and lets out a derisive snort. Kit walks into the kitchen, shaking her head and muttering under her breath. I get to my feet and follow her. She’s pulling a bottle of water out of the refrigerator when I step into the kitchen. She hands me one then takes another for herself.

      “Thanks,” I say and twist off the cap. “Are you on drugs, Kit?”

      “Jesus,” she mutters and shakes her head. “No, I don’t do drugs.”

      “Was this like a Tinder thing or something? Is that why you were out?” I press. “You were hooking up with somebody?”

      “Give me a break,” she growls.

      Kit rolls her eyes, and her face darkens, anger etched into her features as she uncaps her bottle and takes a long swallow. I do the same as a quiet moment passes between us, the air in the kitchen crackling with tension. I put the bottle back down on the counter and look at Kit. It’s still unbelievable to me that she’s standing here, alive and in the flesh after all this. She’s grown into a beautiful woman—and is just as stubborn as she was as a kid. But it’s more than that. She’s being secretive and I don’t like that. Not at all.

      I mean, she’s a grown woman and is entitled to her secrets. But there’s something off about her. When I look into her face, I can see something just below the surface. It’s as if she’s wearing a mask and every now and then, it will slip enough to allow me to see there’s more underneath it. Something dark.

      Some days, the mask slips. It’s not frequent, but every now and then a glimmer of something else slips out and I notice a haunted look in her eyes. Kit is careful about concealing it. But now and then, I can see it clear as day.

      Having trained in psychology, I understand her position. After what she went through, I’d be more surprised if she didn’t have some lasting scars. If she wasn’t haunted. But I think this goes even beyond all of that. She’s being cagey and evasive. This isn’t about her going out just to blow off some steam. This is something more. Something darker. I can see it in her eyes.

      “Kit, I want you to be honest with me,” I tell her.

      “And I need you to trust me.”

      I bite back the bitter laugh that threatens to burst out of my mouth. I’m upset but I’m not dumb enough to think that would go over real well. And the last thing I want to do is make the situation any worse than it is. I don’t want to push her away—not when I only just got her back. But at the same time, I need to know what she’s getting herself into. I know so little about her life, I need to know what I have to expect.

      The truth is, I don’t trust her right now. Am I grateful for her return? Yes. Do I feel the bond of family and sisterly love that I’ve been missing? Absolutely. But trust—we’re not quite there yet. And that’s mostly because she has been so mysterious and willfully enigmatic about what happened to her and about what she’s into now. She is entitled to her secrets. But I’m entitled to my feelings about her keeping those secrets from me.

      Having been with the Bureau as long as I have, seeing the worst in people is kind of a force of habit for me. It’s second nature. I spend my days chasing down the worst scum the world has to offer. I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t become a little jaded and cynical over the years. Probably because of that, it’s become easy for me to see when people are hiding things from me. And it’s made it incredibly hard for me to trust anyone. Not just Kit, but pretty much everyone except those few people in my inner circle.

      I know on one level, I should trust her. Part of me feels that I’m a monster for not trusting her. She’s my sister, after all. But hard-won experience has taught me that when you open yourself up and give your trust to somebody without them having earned it, more times than not, you’re going to be disappointed. Sometimes catastrophically so. In my life, trust is always earned. It’s never given. That’s even more true these days when I feel like I’m surrounded by enemies.

      “You don’t trust me, do you?” she asks.

      “Kit, it’s not that easy,” I tell her. “If you knew what I’ve been going through—”

      “I can’t know, since you won’t tell me,” she cuts me off angrily. “And yet, you get upset with me for not telling you what I’ve gone through. A little hypocritical, don’t you think?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “And you’re not my mother, Blake. You can’t demand to know—”

      “No, I’m not your mother,” I snap. “Because your mother was murdered.”

      She narrows her eyes and clenches her jaw. “You say that like I wasn’t there the day it happened. Like I didn’t watch as our parents were murdered right in front of me.”

      Her words hit me like a baseball bat to the midsection, driving the air from my lungs. Of all the horrible things I ever imagined she was subjected to all these years, it never once occurred to me that she might have been witness to our parents’ murder. I guess I was so consumed with the idea that she was being trafficked and all the degradations she was being subjected to that I never stopped to think about it. I see now what a terrible oversight that was. I can’t even begin to imagine the psychic scars the whole experience has left on her.

      Kit is bristling with rage burning in her face. Her eyes are shimmering with tears, but she’s keeping them from falling, letting her anger override her grief. That’s something we’ve always had in common: preferring to be mad than sad. It’s just another confirmation for me that this is, in fact, my little sister.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry, Kit,” I tell her. “I didn’t—think.”

      “No. You didn’t,” she replies, her voice cold as ice.

      Without waiting for me to reply, Kit turns and storms off. I flinch as the bang of the bedroom door slamming echoes through the apartment. I feel miserable for what I said and the feelings and memories it seemed to have stirred up in Kit. I notice, though, that she walked off without answering my question, and I’m left to wonder if that emotional blow-up was by design.
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      Parking Lot E; Seattle Field Office

      Kit still hasn’t come out of her room by the time I’m about to leave for work, and it makes me laugh. I remember a time when she was five or six and got so mad at me for accidentally setting her Barbie on fire that she locked herself in her room and wouldn’t come out for just about an entire day. My parents weren’t amused but I thought it was hysterical. I realize this situation is a little more serious, but it just reminded me of that time so long ago.

      After getting ready for work, I lock all the files Mo brought over in the fireproof safe I had installed in the closet. When Kit came to stay with me, I locked all the sensitive materials of the Thirteen case in there. Like I said, trust is earned. I hate having to think that way, but it’s prudent and practical. Until I know I can trust her, I don’t want her involved in anything to do with my investigation into the Thirteen. For all I know, she’s part of it. I know it’s not likely but have to operate as if it’s a strong possibility anyway.

      I stop at a red light and send her a text letting her know I’m leaving, but she doesn’t respond, of course. I’m hoping that by the time I get home, she’ll be speaking to me again, but it’s pretty much a toss-up at this point. It’s been bothering me the whole drive into the shop honestly. I hate this wedge between us. I want to open up and let her in. I want to trust her. She’s my sister, for God’s sake. But I just can’t afford to. Not right now.

      I glance in the rearview mirror and see that my tail is still back there. I picked him up about a block out of my underground garage. He’s kept a discreet distance, but he hasn’t been trying to hide the fact that he’s been shadowing me. The glare of the morning sun on the windshield is keeping me from seeing exactly who’s behind the wheel, but I can only assume that it’s Torres. It’s a Dodge Charger with smoked windows. Just screams unmarked cop car to me.

      There’s one car between the Charger and me as I go through the security gate outside the field office. I keep an eye on the rearview as I pull through and head for my usual spot out in lot E. I slide into my regular stall, grab my bag, and hop out of my car. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I casually lean against the trunk, fold my arms over my chest, and wait for him. It doesn’t take long as I see him turn down my aisle and slowly cruise toward me like a shark gliding through the water.

      He pulls to a stop in front of me and powers down the driver’s side window. Just as I thought, it’s Torres. He looks at me with a smarmy grin on his face as he opens the door and steps out. He leans against the door and folds his arms over his chest, mirroring me. We’re standing about five feet apart eyeballing each other fiercely, neither of us speaking for a long moment.

      “Saw your hearing on CSPAN,” he finally breaks the silence. “Looks like it was pretty rough.”

      I shrug. “As they say, looks can be deceiving.”

      Torres chuckles. “Yeah. They say a lot, don’t they?”

      “They certainly do.”

      “Still, they were grilling you pretty hard,” he says.

      “If you say so.”

      He grins at me. “Got a feeling you’re going to be going through some really rough days in the not-too-distant future.”

      I chuckle softly. “Oh, are you talking about the pipe dream you’re having about indicting me for a pair of homicides you know I didn’t commit?”

      Torres shrugs. “All I know is where the evidence is leading me,” he says. “And right now, it’s leading in a very specific direction. That’d be toward you, just in case you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t,” I reply. “And I’m not worried in the least. Any evidence you manage to drum up will be false and we both know it.”

      “If you say so,” he says. “But you know how easy it is for a halfway competent ADA to get an indictment. And what will you do if you’re indicted, SSA Wilder?”

      He uses my title derisively and with a sneer on his face. He’s clearly enjoying this. Even worse, it seems like he thinks he actually has something to use against me, and that concerns me quite a bit. It is easy to get an indictment. The case would fall apart in court, but being indicted would be a bad look for me.

      “If you were indicted, I think the Bureau brass might suspend you?” he muses aloud. “Think they might dissolve that little team you’re so proud of? I think they might.”

      It takes all my will to keep myself calm and to keep the anger bubbling up inside of me off my face. I usually don’t let Torres get under my skin this bad. And maybe my emotions are running high because of everything going on with Kit, because all I want to do is tear his face off right now. The worst part of it all is that he’s right. The Bureau is really conscious of its public image and doesn’t take getting a black eye—real or perceived—well at all. They’re reactionary and often take extreme measures to avoid the merest whiff of impropriety. So yeah, I could see them suspending me and blowing up my team if I were to be indicted.

      “What is your problem with me, Torres?” I snap. “Is it because I’m friends with Paxton? Is it because I do my job better than you and make you look bad? What is it exactly?”

      He shrugs. “You’re arrogant. You think you’re better than me,” he says. “I don’t like your attitude and I don’t like that you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. You have this superiority complex that seems to make you think you can butt into business that’s got nothing to do with you. And I think it’s well past time somebody puts you in check.”

      He glares at me, his face dark with anger and his jaw clenched so tight he could probably crack stone. There’s something not just in his voice but in his words that sets the red flags waving in my head. To me, it seems like there’s more in play here than just me making him look bad. Or his feeling that I’ve bigfooted my way onto one of his cases. It’s clearly personal, but it’s more than that. I just don’t know what it is. It’s more than a little worrisome.

      Of course, this all might just be a bluff. This might be him just trying to wind me up and scare me. It could simply be that Torres wants to distract me and have me looking over my shoulder just to rattle me and knock me off my game. But to what end? What would that accomplish? What would knocking me off my game do for him? What benefit would he derive from rattling me?

      As I study him closely, I realize it’s none of those things. It makes no sense. He wouldn’t gain anything from it—not that I can see anyway. Aside from that, there’s a certain smugness about him that’s unsettling. Don’t get me wrong, Torres is always arrogant—it’s just his natural state of being. The guy really does think he’s superior to everybody and he’s most definitely not afraid to let people know that. But he seems even more hubristic than he normally does. And to me, that’s cause for concern.

      I push all my worry aside and focus on the here and now rather than a bunch of hypotheticals. There’s no sense in getting myself all wound up about things I can’t control. Rosie is right. All I can do is focus on what’s in front of me rather than stress about things that may or may not ever come to pass.

      “You know, Torres, if you had anything on me, I’d be in bracelets already,” I grit, my voice low and hard. “You would have already taken me in and thrown me into a cell. But you know damn well I didn’t kill Gina Aoki or Mark Walton.”

      “I don’t know anything of the sort right now.”

      “You’re a liar,” I growl. “Like I said, if you had anything against me, I’d be sitting in a cell right now.”

      He grins. “Well, maybe I just enjoy drawing things out,” he replies. “Maybe I like the thought of you walking around, never knowing when you’re going to take a hit, or from where, but knowing that hit is coming all the same.”

      “You’re only deluding yourself. You’re not going to get an indictment against me,” I reply. “I know that and deep down you know that.”

      He shrugs again. “If you say so.”

      He opens the car door and starts to get in, but pauses and looks back at me. The arrogance in his gaze as he stares at me sends a cold chill down my spine.

      “I’ll be seeing you again real soon, Blake,” he says with a smile. “And who knows, maybe next time I do, I’ll be perp walking you out of your field office here. When that happens, I’ll make sure to have plenty of cameras out here to capture the moment for posterity.”

      “Get the hell out of here, Torres. And the next time you even look at me wrong, I’m going to file harassment charges against you,” I tell him. “I’m done screwing around with you. Come with charges or don’t come at all. You got me?”

      He laughs softly. “You have a nice day, Agent Wilder.”

      I watch him climb into his car and drive off, leaving me standing there with a numbing cold in my belly that spreads outward. As much as I hate to say it, the extra hubris in his demeanor has left me feeling unsettled. He got what he wanted—I’m already tensed up and waiting for the hit to come. And with the way things have been going lately, I’m sure it’s coming.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “All right, so where are we at with the Angel of Mercy case?” I ask as I step to the front of the bullpen.

      An ID photo pops up on the monitors on the wall behind me. The woman in the photo has dark hair that falls to her shoulders and warm, dark eyes. Her face is long and angular with high cheekbones, a patrician nose, and a sharp chin. She doesn’t wear much in the way of makeup, but she doesn’t really seem to need it. She’s pretty, and not the sort of person you’d think was a cold-blooded murderer at first blush.

      Frankly, after the hearing in DC, everything with Kit, and now my confrontation with Torres in the parking lot, I’m glad to be getting back to something normal. Maybe normal isn’t the right word—we don’t usually broker in normal here. But at least, something I’m familiar with. After all, this is what we do: track down actual bad guys. There are no schemes, plots, or politics involved here. We see a crime, we build a case, we take down the offender. It’s that simple.

      Falling back into the routine of chasing a normal case is good. It allows me to turn my focus from all the things going on outside to what’s right in front of me—a serial killer. Chasing murderers is what I’m good at. It’s what I know best. I admit that I’m absolute garbage when it comes to playing politics, but when it comes to taking down killers, my team and I are the absolute best.

      “Nurse Misty Crane, age fifty-two, graduate of Florida State University,” Astra reads from her file. “Worked as an ER nurse for almost fifteen years before transitioning into her current role on staff at a number of different nursing homes.”

      Astra found this case when she was reviewing what she felt was a significantly higher number of deaths in nursing homes than normal averages. She dug deep on it and found that wherever Crane worked, they experienced a spike in deaths among their elderly residents. The spike wasn’t so egregious that it drew any official attention, but the executives of the facilities she worked at recognized they had a problem. And rather than the scandal and headlines that came with an investigation—thus cutting into their profits and damaging their brand—they simply parted ways with Crane with a healthy severance package and a glowing letter of recommendation in hand.

      “Nurse Crane is currently employed by Tender Hearts, a hospice care facility here in Seattle,” Astra goes on. “They’ve had a higher-than-average number of deaths this year, but Crane is smart. She’s keeping it within the tolerated range of deaths, albeit at the high end.”

      “It seems pretty callous to have a tolerated range of deaths,” Rick notes grimly from his workstation.

      “It’s a hospice facility,” Mo points out. “It’s not like anybody’s getting up and walking out of there again.”

      “That’s just cold,” Rick admits with a chuckle.

      “She’s right though. It’s all a numbers game for these facilities. But their interest is in keeping their residents alive inside as long as possible,” Astra says. “Places like Tender Hearts make money the longer they keep their residents alive. A dead resident means they’re not earning, so having somebody like Crane running around offing those residents is bad for their bottom line.”

      “That’s right. It all comes down to money. Everything comes down to money. Always does,” I comment, my thoughts drifting to the Thirteen. “So, what do we have in the way of evidence?”

      “Not much,” Astra admits. “I got hold of the inventory logs of their meds and everything checks out. She’s not snitching from their stash.”

      “All right, so she’s bringing her own drugs in,” I say.

      “Looks like it,” Astra confirms.

      “Just to play devil’s advocate,” Rick chimes in. “How do we know she’s even doing this? Isn’t it possible that people are just—dying? I mean, they’re old and sick. That’s not exactly an optimal recipe for longevity.”

      “We’ve got three victims at this facility alone that showed traces of barbiturates in their system,” Astra tells him. “The families of the other four victims didn’t have autopsies done, so we’ll never know for certain. But there is a trail of bodies behind her—one that warrants a closer look.”

      “Agreed,” I say. “So, let’s get into her life. Rick, I want you digging deep into her online purchases. If she’s not using the logged meds, she’s got to be buying them from somewhere. I want to know where she’s doing her shopping.”

      “On it,” he says.

      “Astra, you’re going to run point,” I tell her. “This is your baby. Nurture it.”

      She snaps me a salute and grins. “I shall do just that.”

      The doors to the shop open and I look up to see Rosie walk through. She’s got a head of steam and a look on her face that says this isn’t a social call, which puts a frown on my face. Astra glances back, then turns to me. She gestures to my office as she walks in and sits down in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “It’s never good when you’re called to the principal’s office,” Astra remarks. “It’s worse when the principal comes to your office.”

      “Especially when the principal looks like she’s ready to wrestle a grizzly bear,” Mo adds.

      “Fantastic,” I mutter. “All right, you guys start putting together a game plan to build a case against Nurse Crane. I’ll be back when Rosie’s done skinning me.”

      “Good luck,” Astra says.

      “Thanks. Looks like I’m going to need it.”

      I walk into my office and close the door behind me then drop into the chair behind my desk. Rosie is on her phone tapping out a text, not even bothering to look up at me as I come in. She doesn’t say anything right away, but it’s impossible to avoid seeing the dark thundercloud hanging over her head. She finishes her text and slides her phone back into her jacket pocket. She looks at me with the frown of a disapproving parent.

      “So, were you ever going to tell me that Torres was harassing you out in the parking lot this morning?” she finally asks.

      A rueful smile crosses my lips. Of course she knows. Rosie knows everything that happens around the field office. The fact that she’s aware of everything and has her fingers in all the pies is both a blessing and a curse. It keeps anybody from getting away with anything—but it keeps anybody from getting away with anything.

      “It was no big deal, Rosie. He was just trying to rattle me and—”

      “Yeah, it kind of is a big deal. He’s trying to build a murder case against you,” she snaps. “You need to report any contact with him to me. We’ve talked about this already, Blake. You told me you would report any more harassment.”

      I sit back in my chair but don’t respond. She’s right. I did tell her I would report any contact with him. After the day he pulled me over and tried his best to manufacture a scenario that justified him shooting me, Rosie had extracted that promise from me. I nod to her, conceding the point.

      “I honestly didn’t think it was a big deal. I should have, you’re right,” I tell her. “But he was just trying to get under my skin is all.”

      “He’s harassing a federal agent on federal property,” Rosie points out. “It’s something that I should be bringing up with his superiors.”

      “I don’t want to make a federal case out of this,” I tell her as a small smile curls the corner of my mouth upward.

      She arches an eyebrow and looks at me. “Your puns are neither helpful nor appreciated at the moment.”

      “Right,” I nod. “Sorry.”

      She sighs. “I’m just trying to have your back, Blake. You’re taking hits from all sides right now and I’m doing my best to put all the fires out,” she tells me. “But I can’t do that if you’re keeping things from me. We need to be on the same page here.”

      I purse my lips. “And I appreciate that you do,” I tell her. “I honestly didn’t mean to keep things from you. It wasn’t intentional.”

      “I know it wasn’t. But with so many different balls in the air, you need to let me help you,” she responds. “You can’t handle this all on your own and you shouldn’t even be trying. It’s too much on your shoulders at once.”

      “You’re right,” I acknowledge. “You’re right. And I’m sorry.”

      “What did he say to you?”

      “Idle threats. The usual.”

      I take her through everything Torres said to me during our brief conversation. Rosie listens, her look of disapproval deepening with every word. She’s far more upset about this and seems to be taking it even more personally than I am. But I truly do appreciate that she has my back and is willing to go to the mat for me. Not many bosses—especially in the Bureau—are willing to put their necks on the line for their people the way Rosie is. Especially when it looks like that person is going down in flames no matter what. I’m fortunate that Rosie is one of those rare ones, and I think that I sometimes take her for granted.

      “All right, let me handle things on this end. I’m going to have a sit down with Commissioner Gray,” she says. “Maybe he can get Torres to back off this whole thing. At the very least, he needs to know what his deputy chief is up to.”

      “Thank you, Rosie.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet. There’s no guarantee he can or will do anything. SPD protects their own,” she tells me. “You know that better than most.”

      “Well, I do know there’s no love lost between those two,” I reply. “If there’s anybody who can rein him in, it’s going to be Gray.”

      “Well, we’ll see what we can do. Just manage your expectations,” she says. “But this whole mess isn’t the only reason I needed to talk to you.”

      “Uh oh. That sounds ominous,” I say. “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to like what you’re about to say even less than what you just said?”

      “Probably because you’re a hell of an agent,” she replies.

      “Okay, let’s have it,” I roll my eyes, dispensing her attempt to soften the blow. “What bomb are you about to drop on me?”

      “You’re going back to DC,” she says. “Senator Graham wants to meet with you.”

      Her words make my stomach lurch and send a river of irritation washing through me. I scrub my face with my hands and shake my head.

      “Already?” I ask. “I mean, I figured I was going to get hauled before the committee again, but I didn’t think it would be for a while yet.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re not going before the committee this time. Senator Graham asked for a one-on-one with you. Says he wants to clear some things up—just the two of you.”

      “When am I going?”

      “Tomorrow,” she says. “Book a flight as soon as you can.”

      “Rosie, we’re knee-deep in this Angel of Mercy case right now and—”

      “And Astra is more than capable of running point on it while you’re gone. The CDAU isn’t going to fall apart if you’re gone for a day or two,” she interrupts me. “On the contrary, if you can make nice with Graham and convince him that you had no part in the planning or execution of the raid on Haven, it may go a long way toward taking you and your team off that precarious ledge Hedlund’s put you all on.”

      I blow out a frustrated breath. She’s right. Again. But that is still a pretty big “if.” Graham is looking for scalps and I’ve gotten the idea that he doesn’t care where they come from. So long as heads roll for the bloody debacle out at Haven—anyone’s heads—he’ll be happy.

      “Remember Blake, you need to play nice.”

      “What? I can play nice when I need to,” I protest.

      “Yeah well, believe me when I say this is one of those times you really need to.”

      I groan. “God, I hate politics.”

      Rosie spreads her hands out. “Love it or hate it, that’s what makes the world go ‘round.”

      “Maybe that’s why the world sucks right now.”
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      Wilder Residence; The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments, Downtown Seattle

      When I walk into my apartment, there’s music playing and the place is lit up, which is unusual. Kit prefers the apartment to be dark—she calls it moody and atmospheric, I say it’s gloomy and dim. She’s curled up on the couch with a book in her hand and looks up at me when I step into the living room, a wide smile crossing her face.

      “Hey,” she greets me. “How was your day?”

      “It was a day,” I reply. “I have to go back to DC tomorrow.”

      “For what?”

      “A sit down with Senator Graham.”

      She nods. “Head of the Oversight Committee.”

      “One and the same.”

      “What does he want?” she asks.

      “Probably for me to bow and scrape before him,” I shrug. “I guess he needs his ego stroked or something.”

      “But he has the power to clear you and your team of any wrongdoing, yeah?” she presses. “He can take all the pressure off you?”

      I nod as I walk over and sit down on the arm of the love seat. “In theory, yeah. Or he can pin me to the wall.”

      “Then I guess you have to play nice with this clown, don’t you?”

      I laugh softly. “You been talking to my boss?”

      Kit grins as she sets her book down and gets to her feet. “Come on. It’s time to eat.”

      “Eat?”

      “Call it my olive branch,” she says. “I realize what a jerk I was last night, and I wanted to apologize for jumping down your throat the way I did.”

      “You’ve been through a lot, Kit. More than I can even imagine,” I tell her. “I’d be more shocked if we didn’t have some emotional blowouts from time to time.”

      She nods. “Yeah, I suppose so,” she replies. “Anyway, let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      I give her a smile. “Yeah, I’m pretty hungry. What did you make?”

      “Make?” she laughs. “I don’t cook. I do, however, order Thai food off Postmates like nobody’s business.”

      I laugh as I follow her into the dining room. She’s already got plates and the food all set out, ready to eat. I take a seat as she drops into the chair across from me. As I look at my sister, things start falling into place in my head. Things I haven’t really had the time, or perhaps the inclination, to really think about before. It’s just that as I give some thought to her now, I see certain incongruities that should have been obvious from day one.

      It strikes me as odd that if Kit’s been living as a prisoner—as a victim of trafficking, as I’ve assumed from the start—she’s strangely conversant with things like internet apps. She’s obviously been well-educated and seems like she’s been very well taken care of. She’s healthy, fit, has all her own teeth, dresses well, and seems to have a bit of money. She doesn’t look like she’s been mistreated, malnourished, or abused in any way. She doesn’t have that haunted look I see in the eyes of the trafficking victims I’ve run across in my career.

      In my experience, trafficking victims—if they’re ever set free—come out of it used up. They come out hard. Torn up. Most are in very rough shape. They certainly don’t look healthy, aren’t educated, and don’t acquire skills like internet proficiency. The sad fact is the vast majority never truly get their freedom. They never live to see the other side of the horrors they were forced to endure. And those rare exceptions to that rule bear very visible scars from their experience being trafficked.

      But not Kit. Just by looking at her, you’d think she was the product of any normal household. She looks and acts like a normal, well-adjusted, well-rounded woman who’s been educated and grew up in a regular, suburban household. She sometimes gets a haunted look in her eyes, but it’s not the same as the trafficking victims I’ve dealt with before. It’s something darker and more primal. There’s a rage I see in Kit’s eyes that I don’t usually see in girls who’ve been trafficked. Those girls usually look defeated. Like they’ve had the life beaten out of them.

      It’s an incongruity that I should have seen from the jump. But I was so overcome with emotion about seeing Kit alive and well that I wasn’t able to focus on the things I probably should have. I’ve been so happy to have her back that I’ve blinded myself to the things I would have normally noticed before. To the questions I should have been asking from the moment I saw her sitting in Annie’s house. But right now, I’m wondering if all the assumptions I’ve made about Kit and her situation have been wrong from the jump. Just because I assumed she was trafficked doesn’t mean she actually was.

      I know I can’t come right out and start peppering her with questions though. She’s smart and cagey. More than that, she’s got that infamous Wilder temper. I don’t want to set her off. If I’m going to get any information out of her, I’m going to have to be subtle and clever about it. I don’t necessarily like the idea of grilling my sister like she’s a perp, but she’s so closed-off and secretive that it’s all I can do if I hope to get anything out of her.

      “Well, thanks for putting dinner together,” I smile.

      “Absolutely,” she replies then jumps to her feet. “Oh, I forgot.”

      She goes into the kitchen and comes back with a couple of wine glasses. Kit sets one down in front of me and pours a glass of a pinot noir. My stomach instantly lurches. As I watch the red wine filling the glass, my heart begins to race and my breathing picks up. I lick my suddenly dry lips and feel my hand begin to shake.

      “Are you okay?” Kit asks.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah. I’m fine,” I reply shakily. “I just—I don’t drink red wine.”

      She quickly takes the glass away and sets it on the counter in the kitchen, then comes back and takes her seat again. Kit cocks her head and looks at me.

      “What’s going on with you?” she asks.

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” she replies.

      “I’m fine, Kit.”

      I know how ridiculous this phobia of mine to the color red is. It’s silly. I’ve talked about it at length with my therapist, Dr. Reinhart, over the years, but we’ve never really been able to make any progress on that front. We’ve done a lot of good work and she’s helped me overcome a lot of my other issues. But that’s one we haven’t been able to conquer, regardless of how often we’ve talked about it.

      “Talk to me, Blake,” she says softly.

      I sigh. “It’s stupid.”

      “If it bothers you this much, it’s not stupid.”

      She looks at me with an expression of sincerity on her face that makes my heart swell. She reaches across the table and takes my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. Kit’s smile is small but warm and I can see she really does want to help me if she can. I know that for me, trust is earned. It’s never given. And I’m getting the impression that Kit is much the same way. If I expect her to confide in me, I see now, I’m going to have to confide in her. I can’t expect to get if I don’t give. She’s my sister, if I can’t talk to her about my silly phobias, who can I talk to about them?

      I raise my eyes to her. “Ever since that day—the day our parents were killed—I haven’t been able to tolerate the color red. I don’t wear red, I don’t use red pens, I don’t have red anywhere in my house, and I don’t drink red wine,” I explain, feeling sillier with every word that falls out of my mouth. “Even took me a few years before I could eat a tomato or a bell pepper, and even then I have to look away from the plate. Just the sight of the color makes me squirm.”

      Kit looks at me for a long moment. “It’s extreme, but I can’t say I don’t understand,” she says. “Trauma manifests itself in a few different ways.”

      I nod. “It was seeing that pool of blood on the tile that did it. That turned me off to the color red,” I say. “I can’t see anything red without thinking…”

      My voice trails off and Kit gives me a sympathetic smile of understanding. I frown and shake my head.

      “Compared to what you’ve seen, I feel silly about it,” I admit.

      “You shouldn’t. You went through trauma too,” she replies. “That’s going to leave scars on your psyche. That’s nothing to be ashamed of, sis. I know I have my triggers too. We all do. We’ve all gone through things that have left an imprint on us.”

      “You sound like you’ve taken psych classes.”

      “I read a lot,” she says with a noncommittal shrug.

      “What happened to you, Kit? Where have you been all these years?”

      She looks down at the table and a shadow crosses her features. Her eyes brim with such a sharp look of pain it hurts my heart for her. Wherever she was and whatever she did has left deep scars on her. She finally raises her eyes to me, that expression of pain still on her face.

      “I can’t tell you everything right now. It’s really complicated,” Kit says. “And believe me when I say it’s better that you don’t know everything.”

      “Kit—”

      “Listen, I got involved in some bad things and I’m in a little bit of trouble and I’m getting myself out from under it, but it’s going to take a little bit. I just need you to trust me,” she gets out in a single breath, as if she wishes she didn’t have to say it out loud. “And I need you to believe that this isn’t a drug or a prostitution thing.”

      “Then what is it, Kit?”

      “As I said, it’s complicated.”

      “Then let me help you. I’ve got resources—”

      Kit shakes her head. “No. I don’t want you anywhere near this, Blake,” she replies, her voice firm. “I just need you to trust me. This will all be over soon.”

      “I’m scared for you. I just got you back,” I whisper, emotion welling up in my own voice. “The last thing I want is to lose you again. Please, let me help you. Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “You’re not going to lose me. And like I told you, I don’t want you anywhere near this, Blake. Just—trust me. Everything is going to be all right. I promise.”

      I sit back in my seat and let out a long breath as I look at my sister. She’s calm and confident. She looks like she can take care of herself in a scrap. It’s a side of my sister I haven’t seen before. But then, I haven’t seen her since she was nine years old, so I’m sure there are a lot of sides to her I’ve never seen. Whatever the trouble she’s found herself in, her insistence on going it alone worries me.

      Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not legal—not with the way she’s acting. Which probably means it would be better if I didn’t get involved. But it adds even more layers to the mystery that is my sister. Who is she and what has she gotten herself into? It also reinforces my idea that she wasn’t trafficked after she was taken. There’s something more going on here. Some bigger picture in play but I have no idea what it is.

      “Can you do that for me, Blake? Can you trust me to handle this situation on my own?”

      I bite back the questions that threaten to bubble up out of my mouth. It’s clear to me that she’s stubborn as hell, and the only thing I’ll accomplish if I keep pushing her is to drive her away. She clearly has a plan and doesn’t want anybody mucking around and making a hash of it. That’s something I can absolutely relate to.

      I guess I can’t blame her too much f0oor being so guarded with me; I’m keeping my own secrets from her as well.

      “I’ll back off and let you do your thing if you promise me one thing, Kit.”

      “Name it.”

      “That if things start getting too hairy, you’ll let me help? That you’ll actually say the words and ask me to help you.”

      She nods. “I promise.”

      I look at her for a long moment before finally nodding. “All right then. Let’s eat,” I say. “I’m starving.”

      Her smile is wide, and she nods. “Same here. Let’s dig in.”

      And after that, it’s like a dam broke. The conversation is light and free and full of laughter. We steer clear of the sensitive subjects, but it doesn’t seem to matter—there is surprisingly still a lot left for us to talk about. It’s the sort of conversation I always used to dream about having with my little sister after we were all grown up. I always imagined that even as adults, we’d be the best of friends and spend a lot of nights talking and laughing with one another just like this. Sitting here with her feels good. It feels natural. It feels right.

      But underneath it all, my curiosity is still bubbling. There is still so much I want to know. So many questions I desperately need answers to. But I’m smart enough not to press her on it just now. I know I need to let it go for now. But for the first time, I’m filled with the feeling that the answers will come. In time. I just need to be patient—and trust her.
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      Office of Senator Daniel Graham, Russell Senate Office Building; Washington DC

      “It’s nice to see you again, SSA Wilder,” Senator Daniel Graham starts. “And I’m glad we could meet under less—adversarial—circumstances.”

      “Yes, me too, Senator. Thank you for inviting me to chat,” I smile, knowing I really had no choice other than to show up for this meeting and doing my best to play nice.

      “Of course,” he replies.

      Senator Daniel Graham is a tall, physically imposing man. He’s around six-three, with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and a trim, fit figure. His hair is as black as the midnight sky and his eyes are dark pools that seem bottomless and give off no hint of emotion. He’s got a neatly trimmed beard and mustache, and teeth so white, they remind me of the giant Doric columns that line the face of the Russell Building. He looks like one of those Hollywood actors who is clearly too handsome to actually be a real Senator but plays one in the movies. I’m sure that contributed to his electoral success as well.

      Graham’s office is plush and elegant. Everything is done in a dark oak that’s been polished to a glossy sheen, the carpet is a dark, rich blue, and the pristine, white walls are artfully decorated in classic American works of art. His desk is flanked by a pair of large bookcases filled with knick-knacks and keepsakes but very few actual books. The few books he does have on the shelves are law journals and first editions of classic novels—books I’d bet my entire pension he’s never read. They’re simply window dressing, just like the rest of this office: staged perfectly to make him appear like the All-American man.

      A folded American flag in a shadow box sits on the top shelf of the bookcase on the right. His diplomas from Harvard and Yale hang prominently on the wall between the bookcases along with a myriad of photographs of him with various politicians and celebrities. Senator Graham comes from a very notable and well-connected family, and his path was pretty well set from the moment he popped out of the womb. He puts on a charming, gregarious façade, but deep down, like most trust fund kids I know, he’s spoiled, entitled, and acts like he’s better than everybody.

      And Rosie actually expects me to play nice with him?

      Instead of meeting me in the sitting area near the windows with a nice view of Capitol Hill, Graham is sitting behind his desk while I sit in one of the plush wingbacks in front of it. It’s more than obvious that it’s a naked power play. The size of the desk conveys power, as does the office. Graham is literally using the power of his office and title as a US Senator in an attempt to intimidate me.

      Bless his heart. His power doesn’t work on me, but brownie points to him for trying. I’m not the sort of person who will quiver and cower in fear just because somebody comes from a wealthy family and has a fancy job title. As far as I’m concerned, US Senators are just people. They’re as full of crap as any of the rest of us mere mortals. At least he had his secretary bring in some coffee for us. I guess that’s something.

      “So, has the Bureau made any progress on getting the footage from inside the situation room the day of the raid on Haven?” he asks.

      I pick up the cup of coffee before me, taking a slow, measured sip before responding. I want to give myself a moment to think about the answer. I set the cup back down on the saucer, then set that on the edge of his desk and sit back.

      “There’s apparently been a slight technical glitch, but the techs are working on getting it sorted out,” I lie smoothly. “But that’s not why you called me out here. You could have gotten that information with a phone call. So, why am I here, Senator?”

      He chuckles to himself. “Direct and to the point. Believe it or not, I do appreciate that about you, Blake—may I call you Blake?”

      “If you’d prefer,” I say.

      “Great. Feel free to call me Daniel,” he flashes that million-dollar grin. “And to answer your question, the reason I invited you out here was to talk a little bit more—off the record—about the allegations you dropped on us all at the hearing.”

      “The allegations about Kathryn Hedlund, I assume you’re referring to.”

      “You would be correct about that, Blake. I just wanted to explore that with you a little further,” he nods.

      “All right, what can I tell you?”

      “I just want you to walk me through the sequence of events that culminated with that tragic raid at the compound.”

      I pick up the cup and take another sip of coffee and sit back, still holding onto the mug. I tell Graham about the entire investigation of the disappearances of several college-aged girls in the Seattle area. I start at the beginning: with Representative Hedlund making a personal request to my team to find her daughter, and her insistence that she be looped into the case far more than normal protocol dictates. I walk him through our incorrect assumptions and our surprise at finding all the missing girls—save Stacy Burkett—alive, well, and voluntarily living at the compound. I tell him that Hedlund’s daughter Selene met with me and left a message for her mother that she would never be returning because she was living a new life at Haven.

      And I tell him that Hedlund herself called me into the situation room to watch as a team of agents descended upon Haven, and how I stormed out in disgust

      Graham listens to it all, absorbing every word of what I’m saying. It’s as if he’s searching for something in my words, looking for something incriminating he can use. Whether he’s looking to use it against me or Hedlund is a toss-up at this point, though.

      And when I’m finished, he sits back in his own oversized captain’s chair and takes a drink of his own coffee. I can see the wheels in his head spinning as he processes it all. Graham turns those dark eyes to me, and I swear it feels like he’s looking straight through me. Like he’s trying to see into me. See into my thoughts. All I have to say to that is good luck. I pride myself on my ability to keep a straight face; trying to read my emotions is an exercise in futility. It’s come in handy more times than I can even count. I learned long ago how to keep my thoughts and emotions hidden from people when necessary.

      “So, you’re alleging that Representative Hedlund took the intelligence you developed during your investigation and then initiated this raid with the backing of Bureau higher-ups, causing the death of her own daughter?” he asks, his voice thick with skepticism.

      “That’s exactly what I’m alleging.”

      “And why would she do that?”

      “It’s complicated,” I reply. “Selene told me finally chose to live for herself, on her own terms, rather than let herself be used as a prop by her mother. She said that her mother was as irrelevant to her new life as she’d been growing up. Hedlund took exception to that. To say the least.”

      “Wow. That is some story,” Graham notes.

      I shrug. “It’s not a story, Senator. It’s the truth.”

      “I believe you,” he replies. “It would just be nice if we had that video from the Bureau’s situation room to back it up.”

      “Yeah well, Hedlund obviously has a very long reach,” I reply. “She’s got her own minions doing her bidding inside the Bureau.”

      Graham let out a long breath. “I’m going to be frank with you, Blake. It would be helpful to me if Representative Hedlund’s star weren’t shining quite so bright.”

      The admission takes me slightly off guard. I mean, I know politics is a bloody, bare-knuckle business. You can’t get anywhere unless you’re willing to climb over the bodies of your enemies. Or in some cases, even your friends. I don’t pay attention to the goings-on in DC all that much, but even I know that Graham and Hedlund are supposed to be good friends. So, to hear him saying he’d like to tarnish her reputation for his own benefit is surprising to me. But probably not as surprising as it should be.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I have all the respect in the world for Kathryn,” he clarifies. “But the truth of the matter is that I have larger aspirations and need to generate some… traction. Positive traction.”

      “Is that why you ambushed me by making my hearing public?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Unfortunately, yes. You are collateral damage in all of this,” he admits. “I do apologize for that but to play this game, you have to be willing to get your hands dirty.”

      “You mean, you have to be willing to destroy the reputations of people doing the job the right way,” I reply, struggling to keep the heat out of my voice. “People who put their lives on the line every single day for the good of the people.”

      “As I said, it’s an unfortunate reality of this business,” he counters smoothly. “I know you do a good job, Blake. I’ve heard of the good work you’ve done—and are doing. But in a position of higher office, I can affect a lot more change. Protect a lot more people. On the whole, my job is more important in terms of the greater good.”

      I blow out a disgusted breath. “The greater good,” I mutter. “Unbelievable.”

      The more he says, the more I don’t like him. I want to slap him silly. That he’s openly admitting to throwing me under the bus to better his own fortunes is appalling. Even more galling is how casually he mentions it. As if destroying my career was no consequential than the weather. To say I’m not feeling a little bit of pain and a whole lot of fury would be a lie. This is exactly why I hate politics and politicians.

      “It would be really helpful to me if you could help me find something to—slow—her meteoric rise. Nothing permanently damaging, mind you. Just something that will knock her down a few rungs and help slow her down. Something to give me a chance to get a proper foothold,” he goes on. “There’s a proper order to things, Blake. A pecking order. And it’s not her turn yet. She needs to get that message. Needs to understand it.”

      He’s telling me that he’s running for President in the next election cycle without expressly saying it. My guess is that Hedlund, who belongs to the same party as Graham, is planning her own run and he’s trying to clear the field. It’s an interesting dynamic, to say the least. But not one I necessarily want to go getting myself caught in the middle of. I’m of the opinion these two should settle their own food fight on their own and leave me out of it.

      Graham sees me hesitate and frowns. “How about this? You help me slow her rise and I will ensure the focus of our investigation is steered away from you and your team. You’ll all be cleared and can go on about your lives like normal. Your team will be safe.”

      I don’t say anything. I sit there for a long moment, letting him think whatever he wants to think. I have absolutely zero desire to get involved with this. But the fact that he’s using the safety of my team as collateral for his little war with Hedlund fills me with a special kind of rage. The kind of rage I don’t feel often. I’ll admit to having a temper but the sort of rage I feel right now isn’t normal for me.

      “Do we have a deal?” he presses.

      “You’re running for the presidency, aren’t you?” I ask.

      A greasy smirk slides across his face that turns my stomach. He spreads his hands out, palms up, and gives me a shrug.

      “I can neither confirm, nor deny that,” he replies. “Not at this time anyway.”

      “And Hedlund is going to throw her hat into the ring as well,” I add, gaming the whole thing out in my mind.

      “That is the rumor.”

      I know he’s still looking for some sort of reassurance that I’m going to do his bidding. I have no intention of doing anything for him though. Frankly, I don’t like him any more than I like Hedlund. They’re two sides of the same corroded, dirty, sleazy coin as far as I’m concerned.

      “So, do we have an accord, SSA Wilder?”

      “Believe me when I say, she is the last person I want to see elected to the office of the presidency,” I tell him.

      It’s a non-answer, really. I mean, it’s a truthful statement. She really is the last person I want to see win an election. But it doesn’t give Graham the reassurance he was looking for—even though he thinks it does. It doesn’t tell him I’ll be on his side or do the things he wants me to do. But he seems to think that I’m on his side, which is good enough for me.

      “There’s one more piece of business we need to discuss before you go,” he says.

      “And that is?”

      He purses his lips and looks down at his desk for a moment as if considering his words. It’s all performative, though. He’s known exactly what he was going to say long before I stepped foot through his door. I know that, and he knows I know that. But this is the game he’s insisted on playing.

      He finally raises his gaze to me and those dark eyes of his have gone completely cold. There’s an anger burning behind them—an anger he wants me to see, just to drive his point home.

      “In this business—even in your business—it’s good to have friends, Blake. It’s good to have friends in high places, so to speak,” he says. “Conversely, it can be downright fatal to make enemies of those people in high places. I’m speaking of your career, of course. Do you know what I mean?”

      I can hear the message behind his words. It’s not my career prospects he’s talking about. It’s something more. And the sly grin on his face only confirms that fact for me. I’m not exactly sure what message he’s trying to get across to me, but whatever it is, I hate it. My hackles are raised and my defenses are on full alert.

      “What I’m saying, Agent Wilder, is that you should take care to avoid sticking your nose into business that’s not yours,” he goes on. I don’t miss his sudden shift from friendliness to referring to me by my title. “You just never know what sort of blowback you might bring down on yourself.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “Blowback? For what? And what is it you’re trying to get me to look the other way about, Senator?”

      “Nothing specific,” he smiles. “I’m speaking in generalities.”

      “That’s not what it sounded like to me.”

      “I assure you, I was merely making an observation. Offering a little constructive criticism, if you will,” he says. “It’s always good to consider who you’re impacting when you’re running your investigations.”

      “And here I thought I was only impacting criminals.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not always that black and white,” he says. “In a good deal of cases you work, there are always shades of gray. It’s those cases, the gray ones, that you want to apply what I’ve said here today.”

      “Uh-huh,” I reply.

      His eyes are locked onto mine and he’s still wearing that grin on his face. My mind is racing with a thousand different thoughts. I’m trying to figure out what message he’s sending me and on behalf of whom. The list of people it could be is long.

      “Do we have an understanding, Agent Wilder?”

      “Sure, Senator,” I nod. “Whatever you say.”

      He holds my gaze for a long moment. “All right. Then you’re dismissed,” he says. “But remember, Blake. Watch your step.”

      Confusion and irritation in equal measures swirl around inside of me. The conversation took a turn I didn’t see coming and it caught me a little flatfooted. As I walk out of his office, I’m still trying to figure it all out. He obviously wants me to not just dirty up Congresswoman Hedlund, but look the other way on one of his buddies. It seems like that good ol’ boy’s network is working hard to cover each other’s backsides again.

      God, I hate politics.
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      Sound View Memorial Park; Seattle, WA

      The day is overcast, chilly, and a light drizzle has been falling all morning. Seems appropriate for the day’s activity, though: I’m standing alone next to the open grave.

      The rain beads on the polished wood surface of the casket hovering over the hole in the ground that feels more like a bottomless chasm. A spray of white lilies sits on top of the coffin, and I watch as a fat raindrop drips from one of the petals and slides down the smooth wood surface.

      “Be free, be strong, be proud of who you have been, know that you will be mourned and missed, that no one can replace you, that you have loved and are beloved. Move beyond form, flowing like water, feeding on sunlight and moonlight, radiant as the stars in the night sky,” the minister recites from his book of blessings. “Pass the gates, enter the dark without fear, returning to the womb of life to steep in the cauldron of rebirth. Rest, heal, grow young again, and may you find rest and peace in the next world.”

      And with that, the pastor closes his book and turns to me, the service over. He takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze, a well-practiced smile of sympathy on his face.

      “Thank you, Reverend Wells,” I say. “That was beautiful.”

      “I pray you find peace and healing.”

      I watch as he opens his umbrella and walks away, his part in this little tragedy done. Turning back to the casket, I allow myself to think back to some of the better times I had with Mark. I can’t lie, there were some good times. And even now, knowing who and what he was, as I look back, I can’t believe he was faking it all. The laughter and the passion were just too genuine. The way he’d look me in the eyes and tell me that he loves me, his voice earnest and sincere—that couldn’t have all been an act. Not even Tom Hanks is that good of an actor.

      “Or maybe I’m just an idiot,” I mutter. “Naïve when it comes to matters of the heart.”

      I sigh and open my own umbrella, though at this point it seems useless. I’m already damp from the drizzle. When it comes to love and relationships, I know that I’m naïve in ways I’m definitely not in other areas of my life. Especially my professional life. Mark is—was—the first serious relationship I had that made me really think about the future in new and different ways. For the first time, I thought about being married and perhaps even having kids.

      Those were things we hadn’t really discussed in any great detail or specificity, but they were things that always seemed to lurk in the background. I had never entertained the idea of children. I didn’t want to put off my career. But when I fell in love with him, I started thinking differently and felt some of my priorities changing.

      Now that he’s dead, and what he truly was has come to light, I’ve retreated back into my shell of self-preservation, of course. I’ve tried to scrub every trace of Mark Walton from my life. But a couple of days after getting back from DC, I got a call from Rebekah Shaefer, my friend at the King County Medical Examiner’s Office. Apparently, nobody had come to claim Mark’s body. It was still sitting in one of their refrigerated drawers.

      It’s not surprising, since he wasn’t really who he said he was, so any family he may have had likely wouldn’t even know he was dead. If he had any family—and that’s probably a pretty big if, given his line of work—they’d never know what happened to him. To them, it would be like he simply fell off the face of the Earth. Vanished without a trace. It’s a sad existence if you ask me. To die utterly alone without a single person to mourn you is just tragic.

      But that’s the life he chose. Mark chose to give up a normal life and things like friendship and love to pursue this career. He chose to work for the Thirteen. He chose to enter my life and spy on me, and I hate him for it. But even though I’ve cleansed my life of his presence and harbor more bitter feelings for him positive ones, I can’t entirely purge him from my heart or mind. And it’s because of those moments we shared—those moments I know couldn’t have been false. It’s well beyond irritating.

      And because of that, because I can’t just press delete and have him disappear from my memories and my heart, that I knew I had to do something for him. I couldn’t just let him be buried in some potter’s field, even though that’s probably what he deserved. So I had Rebekah release his body to me and I provided for his funeral. But there’s something horribly depressing about holding a funeral for one. Well, two, if you count the man in the casket.

      I feel a presence behind me and don’t even need to turn around to know who it is. I grit my teeth and shake my head, my anger starting to rise like a dark, malevolent tide.

      “I would ask if you have no shame or respect,” I start, “but we both already know the answer to that question.”

      “I find it interesting that you would choose to bury him yourself. I mean, didn’t you tell me before that you two broke up?”

      I round on Deputy Chief Torres, my eyes narrowed and burning with hatred. He’s standing about five feet behind me, his hands on his hips, his right hand holding his coat back far enough that I can see the Glock in his holster. I’m not sure if it’s accidental or if he’s trying to intimidate me again, but knowing Torres as I do, I’m going to assume it’s the latter.

      “You have no right to be here,” I hiss.

      “It’s a public cemetery,” he shoots back with a mocking grin. “Of course I have a right to be here.”

      “You know what, I’m sick of this garbage,” I growl. “Arrest and charge me. Have me indicted. Do it now or get the hell out of my life, or I swear to God, I will spend the rest of my life raining hell down on you, Torres. I will make it my life’s work to see that you lose your job, are stripped of your pension, and are thrown into prison. How do you think you’d do in gen pop out at Clallam Bay? Or how about Monroe?”

      I drop my umbrella and hold out my wrists for him to cuff if he so chooses to prove my point. He looks at me and I see his smarmy smile slip for a moment. It’s restored in the blink of an eye, but seeing the flash of uncertainty in his face, as brief as it had been, was worth it. When he doesn’t take the bait, I lower my hands but refuse to pick up my umbrella, leaving it where it fell instead.

      “Throw me in prison, huh? That’s cute,” he says. “Yeah, good luck with that. See, I haven’t committed any crimes—”

      “And neither have I,” I cut him off. “And yet, strangely enough, you continue prattling on with this deluded fantasy that you’re going to send me to prison.”

      “Murder seems like a prison-worthy crime,” he replies.

      “Sure, if I’d committed a murder.”

      “You burying this guy—your ex,” he says. “Some might interpret that as a sign of guilt. Isn’t that what you big, smart profilers would say?”

      “We big, smart profilers would also say that your obsession with me and this need to insert yourself into my life—which we can now classify as stalking, by the way—points to a possible narcissistic and psychopathic personality disorder,” I fire back.

      “Obsession,” he chuckles. “That’s cute.”

      “And just in case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m a cop too. I know how to make things look like something they’re not just as well as you do,” I hiss. “Probably even better, because I was trained by the best—federal will always top local simply because we have more resources at our disposal. So, you should probably keep that in mind.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Just making an observation,” I say, throwing words he’s said to me back in his face.

      “You should watch your step, Agent Wilder,” he frowns. “And you should really think twice about sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. You just never know when it’s going to come back and bite you.”

      He flashes me that smarmy smile again, then turns and walks off. I’m so angry that I’m trembling, and it really is taking every ounce of my will to keep myself from storming after Torres and beating the snot out of him. And just when I think that dam of my resolve is about to break, I feel somebody take my hand and give it a firm squeeze. It’s so sudden and unexpected that I jump and start to pull away. But Kit holds me in place with a surprising strength and gives me a wan smile.

      “What are you doing here?” I gasp. “Jesus, is everybody following me today or something?”

      She grins. “I was curious. You were so mysterious about where you were going this morning that you piqued my curiosity.”

      “So you followed me.”

      She shrugs. “Good thing I did, or I guarantee I’d be bailing you out of jail for assault right about now.”

      I shake my head. “You probably wouldn’t be bailing me out for a few hours yet. It would take me a while to process me.”

      She laughs and squeezes my hand. Torres crests the hill and disappears from our view, the danger passing. I slowly start to calm down and come back to myself, but Kit hangs onto my hand anyway.

      “Who was that guy?” she asks.

      “That was Ricardo Torres, Deputy Chief of the Seattle Police Department,” I tell her. “The biggest thorn in my butt that I’ve ever had.”

      “Yeah, he seemed nice.”

      A bitter laugh bursts from my mouth. “What are you doing here anyway?”

      “As I said, you were so mysterious about where you were going and I was curious,” she replies. “Also, I could tell something was bothering you. You seemed upset when you were leaving this morning. So, I came along just to make sure you were all right.”

      I give her a tight smile. “I’m all right. And thank you.”

      “Of course,” she replies. “You’re my sister. Who would I be if I didn’t help protect you?”

      “You’re my little sister. If anybody should be doing the protecting…”

      I let my voice trail off as I realize that I’d already failed in that duty. Almost twenty years ago, in fact. When my little sister needed me to protect her, I wasn’t around. And she was taken.

      “Hey,” she says, giving me a gentle nudge. “Let’s go get some breakfast. My treat. Then you can tell me all about this Torres guy—and also about the guy in the box.”

      “Your treat, huh?”

      “As long as you don’t go ordering lobster or something.”

      “Aw, shucks, that’s exactly what I was craving,” I tell her with a grin. “But I don’t know if my fave seafood spot is open this early.”

      “Lucky thing for me,” she says.

      I let her lead me away from Mark’s grave, saying my final silent goodbye to the man who has stirred so many feelings inside of me. In the end, I want to believe that he wouldn’t have been able to kill me if he’d been ordered to. And that’s why he earned himself a bullet. Maybe it’s more of my naivete or it’s me romanticizing the situation, but it’s one of the only things that makes sense to me in this whole sordid affair.

      The biggest mystery, of course, is who killed him. And as much as I hate to think it, there is a stray nugget in my mind that wonders if my sister, who showed up out of the blue the same night Mark was killed, is the one who pulled the trigger. She certainly hasn’t shown any interest in him, and I think I’ve intentionally left a few juicy clues out there for her to be curious about. Small bits that invited questions.

      But until today, she hasn’t asked one question about him. And in that, she didn’t really ask. She merely said I could tell her about the man in the box. It’s cold and dismissive. It’s distancing herself from him. And it’s curious behavior in the mind of a big, smart profiler, as Torres so eloquently put it.

      I wish that it didn’t, but it sets off a few alarm bells in my mind. They’re not ringing loudly right now—they’re soft and subtle—but I can still hear them ringing. As much as I am so glad for her presence, I just can’t shake the idea that Kit is another Thirteen operative planted into my life. Though planting her now, so soon after Mark’s death, would be too brazen for them. It would lack the subtlety they’ve displayed so far.

      But then, perhaps they’re desperate and are hoping I’m such an emotional wreck that I won’t notice. That I won’t ask the questions and that I will overlook the obvious. And let’s face it—so far they’ve been right. I have missed a lot of things I normally wouldn’t.

      But the most obvious question in my mind right now is: did Kit kill Mark Walton to make room in my life for her?
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      Stu’s Greasy Spoon; Seattle, WA

      “I’ll take the Elvis waffles, two eggs over easy, and sausage, please,” Kit orders.

      The waitress jots it all down on her pad and gives us a smile before taking our menus and darting off to place the order. I laugh softly.

      “What?” Kit asks.

      “Banana waffles with peanut butter and bacon. It’s just—some things haven’t changed,” I tell her. “You have loved that combination since you were a kid.”

      She grins back at me. “What can I say? If it’s not broken, why fix it? It’s a classic for a reason. If it’s good enough for the King himself to gorge on every day of his life, it’s good enough for me.”

      “Didn’t he give himself a heart attack because of that?”

      “Yeah, but I figure I’ve got a few more healthy habits than Elvis did,” she chuckles.

      “Fair enough,” I say and take a sip of my coffee.

      And speaking of Elvis Presley, the diner we’re in has been around since the man was number one on the charts—and some of the black-and-white photographs on the wall, showing Stu shaking hands and smiling with all sorts of iconic celebrities from the ‘50s and ‘60s, prove it.

      Stu’s Greasy Spoon is almost a landmark in Seattle. It really does live up to its name, but in the best way possible. It’s kitschy and looks like it’s out of a bygone era—which, to be fair, it really is. Some of the booths and tables look like they haven’t been updated in decades. But that’s what makes the place special. Gives it a certain vibe while serving some really good food—food you’d find in any greasy spoon in America. That’s Stu’s schtick and the people around here love it.

      “So,” Kit starts. “Torres. What’s the story with that guy?”

      I blow out a long breath. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Try starting at the beginning,” she smiles. “It’s usually a good place to start.”

      I give her a rueful smile and then I start at the beginning. I tell her where my beef with Torres started, everything that’s happened, and bring her to the present. Our meals arrive at some point in my story, and we pick at our plates until I finish talking. And once I’m talked out, Kit tucks into her meal. But I can see the wheels turning in her mind. She’s thinking about everything I told her. I just don’t know what she’s thinking about it.

      “How are your Elvis waffles?” I ask.

      “Perfection,” she replies. “And your boring old omelet?”

      “It’s not boring. It’s got ham, spinach, cheese—”

      “Boring,” she rolls her eyes. “You’ve probably had it a million times.”

      “Hey, if something’s not broken, why fix it?” I throw her words back at her.

      She laughs. “Unlike you, I actually do try new things. I’m a food adventurer,” she declares. “But when it comes to breakfast, I like what I like.”

      “Hey, I can be a food adventurer too.”

      “Not really. I’ve seen what’s in your cupboards at home. Vanilla isn’t even as vanilla as you are, sis,” she comments.

      We laugh and tease each other as we finish our meals, and I can’t help but feel the waves of nostalgia washing over me. This reminds me so much of when we were kids. We would always rib and poke at each other. We’d tease and hurl silly insults. It’s a good feeling to have. It feels like a spot of normalcy in a situation that’s about as far from normal as we could possibly be.

      After the waitress comes to clear our plates and refill our coffee, we both sit back with full bellies and smiling faces. I’m as happy as I’ve been in a very long time and yet, that dark specter still hangs over my head. For as much as I love having my sister back, there is still so much that remains unknown. And I hate that I can’t completely open up yet. Obviously, I sidestepped some of the details when talking about why Gina and Mark were killed—saying only that I’d met with Gina for a case—but even though I hadn’t technically lied, I still feel as awful as if I had.

      “So, what are you going to do about Torres?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Let it all play out. He knows I didn’t kill anybody,” I say. “So, if he moves to indict, I’ll have to see whatever evidence he’s manufactured and attack that. Prove it’s a setup. That this is nothing more than a frame.”

      “You could always kill him. You take him out, this all goes away,” she offers.

      I look at her and Kit is staring back at me, with a totally deadpan expression on her face. A moment of tension lingers in the air, but then she erupts into laughter.

      “Oh my God, I’m kidding,” she crows. “Lighten up a little, Blake. It was a joke.”

      That’s the thing, though—I’m not sure it was. In fact, I’m pretty positive she wasn’t. There was a hardened steel in her voice that, to me, is unmistakable. I’ve built a career on being able to detect when people are lying and when they’re not. And everything in me is telling me that she wasn’t kidding. I have the sinking feeling that if I asked, she would gladly kill Torres for me.

      It brings up yet again all the questions I have about what she’s been up to all these years. I realize now that my initial assumptions are dead wrong. Yes, she was abducted, but she wasn’t trafficked. She wasn’t sold into sex slavery or anything like that. She doesn’t exhibit any of the behaviors of a trafficking victim, nor does she look like one. Everything about that assumption is wrong.

      The problem—at least one of my problems—is that I don’t know what’s true and right. I don’t know anything about her, but knowing that she would kill Torres if I asked only deepens my worry that she’s involved with something dangerous. At the same time, it adds support to my feeling that she’s an operative for the Thirteen. That is absolutely killing me inside because I don’t know what to do with it.

      It also presents me with a host of new problems I’m only now starting to consider. If she is part of the Thirteen, the chances are high that she’s involved with some illegal things. I’m a law enforcement officer. Those two things don’t align, and I know that I could possibly find myself in a situation where I’m going to have to decide whether to look the other way and betray my oath and my duty or lock my own sister up after finding her alive after eighteen years.

      “You do know I was kidding right?” Kit presses.

      “Sure. Yeah,” I shake my head. “Sorry, he just really gets under my skin.”

      “Yeah, that’s understandable. I mean, I know when somebody’s trying to frame me for a couple of murders, that tends to bother me too.”

      I laugh softly, feeling some small bit of my apprehension begin to dissipate. I’m not feeling any better about the situation, but I’m giving Kit the benefit of the doubt. My initial assumptions about her being trafficked have proven to be wrong, so until I learn anything to the contrary, I’m going to assume that my other assumptions about her being involved in anything illegal are also wrong. When it comes to my sister, I am just not thinking straight, and I quite obviously can’t trust myself. So, for now, I’m going to kick the can down the road. I’ll only deal with it when I absolutely have to.

      “So, moving onto another sensitive, totally uncomfortable subject, tell me about Mark,” she says. “You said you guys broke up, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, we did.”

      “Then why pay for his burial? I mean, it’s not like you owed him anything.”

      I push the empty sugar packet around on the table in front of me. I obviously haven’t told her about Mark and his involvement with the Thirteen. I don’t want to tip my hand or let her know how much I actually know about the organization, just in case she’s part of it. If they find out how much I know and that I’m starting to close in on them, that could trigger another order to kill me—come to think of it, that’s probably what got Mark killed. If he was ordered to kill me because of how close I was getting, and he refused, I can definitely see the Thirteen swiftly moving in to eliminate them.

      And if my suspicions are correct that Kit is also an agent of theirs, the Thirteen have just upped the stakes considerably. I can’t think of anything worse than looking into the eyes of my beloved, long-lost sister as one of us pulls the trigger, snuffing out the life of the other. If it wasn’t me who ended up being killed, that’s something that would break me. Forever.

      “I had him buried because there was nobody else to do it,” I say evenly. “He had nobody else in this world that I know of.”

      “Wow. That’s really sad.”

      I nod. “It is. I can’t imagine living a life where you have no connections to anybody. Nobody to mourn you when you’re dead. It’s a lonely existence—not something you could even call a life, really.”

      A shadow crosses her face and she frowns. But Kit takes a quick drink of her coffee and composes herself. That expression that flitted across her features interests me. It was almost like a light of recognition. Of understanding. It makes me think she can relate to what I just said—perhaps a little too well. And that only deepens my sense of foreboding when it comes to my sister.

      “Well,” she finally says. “If nothing else, at least we’ve got each other, right?”

      “Right. We’ve got each other. Always,” I tell her.

      I hope my words are true.
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      Wilder Residence; The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments, Downtown Seattle

      I sit at the table in the living room, my laptop open, poring through the papers Mo gave me. Night is pressing at the windows. I hadn’t noticed when it got dark. I lean back with a yawn and stretch as I glance at the clock. It’s a little after ten and I feel like my eyes are crossed from looking at these papers all day. I stand up and wander into the kitchen, then pour myself another glass of wine.

      After the funeral—if it can be called that—and breakfast at Stu’s, we came home. I got to work vetting the people on the list Mo had compiled and Kit had curled up on the couch with a book. Our mother instilled a love of reading into us at an early age. Kit obviously still practices it religiously—in the short time she’s been staying with me she’s already torn through three or four books. I do love reading, but I don’t have as much time as I’d like to just curl up with a book.

      Eventually, Kit wandered off to her bedroom and slept the day away. She sleeps a lot and keeps odd hours, which I’ll admit has made me curious. I carry my glass of wine over to the window and look out at the city below. It’s rained on and off all day, leaving Seattle looking sparkling and clean. And when I open the window, a blast of fresh air comes rushing in. I shudder from the cold, but it feels good. Refreshing.

      Behind me drifts the saxophone of Coleman Hawkins filling the apartment with its sultry sound. I wander back to my desk and set my glass down. I close the file I was working on and pick up the next one. It’s the file I dropped the other night, so everything is out of order. As I start flipping through the pages though, my eyes catch a familiar name and I pause. I lift the page and look at the information. My eyes widen and my mouth falls open as things start falling into place in my head.

      “You piece of garbage,” I mutter. “I’ve got you, you son of a—”

      “Are you talking to yourself?”

      I look up and drop the page back into the file and close it quickly—too quickly—and feel the heat of embarrassment at being caught creeping into my face. Kit looks from me to the file then back up at me again, her curiosity obviously piqued.

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “Just work stuff.”

      “What kind of work stuff?”

      “I can’t really talk about it right now,” I say.

      She nods and gives me a knowing smile. It’s only then I see that she’s dressed. Kit’s wearing black pants, black boots, a black turtleneck, and a black overcoat that falls to the middle of her thighs. I frown as I take in her attire.

      “Going out?” I raise an eyebrow.

      She nods. “I have some things I need to do.”

      “Uh-huh,” I reply. “Are you going to rob a bank?”

      “Maybe,” she replies as she walks into the kitchen. “Trying to decide between a bank and a liquor store. Which one do you think has less security?”

      “Funny,” I reply. “Where are you going?”

      She quirks a grin at me as she picks up an apple and takes a bite. “I can’t really talk about it right now.”

      “Kit—”

      “Blake, I just have some things to do.”

      “Like what? You don’t have a job or anything here. You come and go at all hours of the night, and you’re dressed like you’re about to go either rob or kill somebody—”

      “Can we not do this right now, Blake?”

      “I’m worried about you, Kit.”

      “Listen, there is somebody in the city I need to find. That’s what I’ve been doing. Looking for him,” she tells me. “He can help me get out from under the trouble I’m in. If I find him, I think I can get myself clear of it all.”

      “Then let me help. I’m pretty good at finding people who don’t want to be found.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I told you, I don’t want you anywhere near this. This is my problem and I’m going to fix it. On my own.”

      Kit takes another bite of the apple, chewing on it angrily. It’s clear she’s not going to back down. Nor will she let me help her.

      “If you get into trouble, you know I can help you,” I tell her.

      “I’ve gotten pretty good at taking care of myself,” she says. “Now, I have to go. I’ll see you later. And don’t wait up for me.”

      Before I can reply, she turns and leaves. I listen to the sound of the door closing and locking behind her. I know I shouldn’t push her, but it’s so hard not to when I’m concerned for her safety, not to mention worried about what sort of trouble she’s gotten herself into. She shouldn’t be going this alone. Not when I have the resources to help her. I’m really scared that Kit’s secretive nature and stubbornness are going to get her killed.

      There’s nothing I can do though. It’s not like I can ground her and restrict her to her room. Kit is a grown woman and I have absolutely zero power or control over her. All I can do is what I’ve been doing—trying to make sure she knows she’s not alone and be there to help her when she asks. If she asks. I made her promise that she would, but knowing how stubborn she is, I have my doubts that she’ll actually ask for help.

      I return to my desk and pick up the page I was just looking at and feel an electric charge wash through me. Senator Daniel Graham is within the top ten beneficiaries of the new SCOTUS rulings. Ever since the third new Justice was seated, his personal net worth has increased by a factor of ten. He is officially a billionaire.

      I grab one of the other files Mo had brought over—she’d separated the people from the corporations that benefitted for easier access and cross-referencing. When I look at the corporations who’ve benefitted from the SCOTUS rulings, Graham’s company is in the top five, becoming a multi-billion-dollar company.

      It’s not that both Graham and his family’s company weren’t doing well before. But they were nowhere near as profitable now that they have a Supreme Court that is far friendlier to corporations. The three Justices that were installed have swung the Court in a way that allows for corporations to exploit labor and natural resources and shields them from a heavy tax burden at the same time—paving the way for them to increase their profit margins exponentially. The amount of money flowing into the coffers of these people and these corporations is obscene.

      While what I’m holding in my hand right now doesn’t constitute proof of a conspiracy—I couldn’t even get a warrant with what I have right now—it does certainly point me in the right direction. It also casts Graham’s warning to me about sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong in a whole new light. I didn’t really understand at the time, but he wasn’t speaking to me as a US Senator. No, I believe he was speaking to me as a member of the Thirteen.

      They know I’m looking into them, thanks to Mark. But they don’t know just how close I am to putting this all together. And I genuinely do feel like I’m getting close. Of the people I’ve vetted so far, I’ve come across a dozen people I feel are involved with this conspiracy. There’s still a lot of legwork to do to drum up proof to back up my claims, but I think I’m starting to get there. Slowly but we’re getting there.

      I now have a working suspect pool, and that’s always a good place to start. You pick one you think might be useful then squeeze them until they sing, and soon enough, they’ll lead you to the next rung on the ladder. And you keep climbing until you get to the top. Once you’re there, you have got to cut off the head of the snake. I don’t think Graham is the head of the snake, but based on that veiled threat in his office, I’m convinced he’s part of the chain. Now all I need to do is prove it.

      As I sit back and take another drink of my wine, I let my brain process it all. I feel that sense of momentum building in my gut I get when a case starts gathering steam. I feel like we’re getting to that point, and it sends an electric thrill stealing me. But that feeling is blunted by thoughts of my sister. Her elusiveness is becoming an issue for me. I really need to know who she is and what she’s doing.

      Draining the last of my wine, I get up and head back to her room. I pause outside the door knowing what I’m thinking is wrong. I should trust her and not invade her privacy the way I’m contemplating. But so far, she hasn’t earned a bit of my trust. As a law enforcement officer, I should know who and what is staying beneath my roof. If she’s involved with something illegal, that’s going to blow back on me. And with as much as I have on my plate right now, that could be catastrophic to my career. It could even land me in jail.

      I’m not wrong, but I feel like it’s a justification and rationalization of a bad act as I open the door. I step inside, flip on the light, and see that everything is neat and tidy. Nothing is out of place. It’s such a stark contrast to how she kept her room as a kid that I can’t help but smile. I look around for her bags and spot one underneath the bed. It’s black and is one of those hard shells with an extendable handle and rollers.

      I kneel down, sliding the bag out from under the bed and pulling it toward me. My stomach is churning and my head is spinning as I contemplate what I’m about to do. It’s a violation of her privacy and I know she won’t take it well if she finds out I snooped. I’m risking everything, risking any chance of a relationship with my sister, by opening this bag. But I don’t really feel like I have any choice either. If she’s dealing drugs or weapons or any of a host of other illegal things out of my house, I’m going to pay the price.

      I open the bag and find that it’s completely empty. She’s moved all her clothes into the dresser. I don’t know why it surprises me, but it does. I suppose maybe putting all her clothes into the dresser implies a sense of permanence. Roots, in a way. By not living out of her bags, it feels like she’s saying this isn’t necessarily a temporary thing, but that she’s back for good and isn’t going to leave. That thought brings a smile to my face.

      I reach inside the bag anyway. I know it’s empty, but I also know people sometimes smuggle things in hidden compartments. I take nothing for granted. And when I feel the seam, I know my instincts have paid off again. It takes me a minute, but I’m able to lift the lid off the secret compartment and when I see what’s inside, I feel my heart drop into my stomach. My mouth grows dry and my heart thunders inside of me.

      I reach a trembling hand into the compartment and pick up the half dozen passports inside. Beneath that are credit cards made out to different names, as well as bundles of hundred-dollar bills. I open up the passports and look at the different names from half a dozen different countries—all of them attached to the same picture of my sister.

      “My God, Kit,” I whisper, my voice trembling as much as my hand. “Who in the hell are you and what are you into?”
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      Kensho Tea House; Capitol Hill District, Downtown Seattle

      “You know, for a guy who’s supposed to be laying low, you certainly stand out,” I comment.

      Huan Zhao, more commonly known as Fish thanks to his past as an immigrant fishmonger, stands up and looks down at himself. He’s wearing a metallic pink suit with black scrollwork up the sleeves and a white shirt beneath a pink vest. When he moves, the light in the room sparkles off his suit, very nearly blinding me. All I can do is laugh. Fish has always had an eccentric sense of style. But hey, when you’re the rich, well-connected head of a crime syndicate that Fish is, who’s going to say anything?

      “Do you not like this?” he asks with a sardonic grin.

      “It’s very you, Fish. It’s very, very you,” I say. “It’s just, I thought that you’d be out of the Seattle area, given…”

      He waves me off and smiles. “It will take more than an angry Armenian to run me out of my own home,” he says. “Besides, I am taking precautions.”

      He comes around the table to greet me, a wide smile on his face. He pulls me into a warm embrace. I laugh as he pulls me tight. We make an odd couple, that’s for sure—the crime boss and the Fed. But as strange as it sounds, I have a lot of respect for Fish. I also trust him. Despite being a crime boss, he has come through for me more times than I can count. He’s provided me intel over the years that has netted me some of my biggest busts, even when it’s been to his own detriment.

      He has been insisting lately that he’s going straight. That his current operations are all on the up-and-up, and that he’s put the life of crime behind him. I’ll believe it when I see it. But for now, I’m glad to have him in my corner. He’s provided me intel over the years that has netted me some of my biggest busts, even when it’s been to his own detriment.

      It’s one reason I feel awful that he’s being forced to live on the run, so to speak. He’s been moving from place to place, never staying in one area for very long. And he’s having to do that because he helped me with a case that involved the Armenian mob. Steven Petrosyan, the head honcho of that organization, wriggled out from right under our noses. We had him dead to rights, but he got one of his lackeys to take the fall for him, even though he clearly ordered the hit on his daughter’s boyfriend. And ever since then, Petrosyan has been looking to take Fish out as revenge. So, rather than initiate a full-scale gang war, Fish has simply moved himself and his operation underground. And with as vastly connected as Fish is in Seattle, it makes him hard to find and even harder to kill.

      “Blake, it is wonderful to see you,” he says in his smooth, cultured voice. “It feels as if it has been forever.”

      “It’s only been a couple of weeks,” I point out.

      “This is true, but time always seems more satisfying in your presence. Without you, it seems to drag on and on.”

      “That’s smooth, Fish. That’s a really good line,” I tell him. “Drop that on the ladies and they’ll be eating out of the palm of your hand.”

      He laughs and gestures to the table and holds my chair out for me. I take a seat with a nod of thanks. Fish is many things—some of them downright frightening—but at heart, he is a gentleman. Or he tries to be. He prides himself on having proper manners and insists that his guests do as well. It’s just one of the many contradictions that make up the man before me. To say he’s an enigma would be selling him short. He’s way more than that.

      He pours us both a cup of tea and I watch as the steam curls off the surface for a moment before picking it up. Fish raises his cup to me and inclines his head.

      “To your continued good health and good fortune,” he toasts.

      “And to yours as well.”

      We take a sip of our tea and I smile as my mouth explodes with flavor. “This is really good. Amazing, actually.”

      He smiles. “We’re experimenting with different flavor profiles. I am pleased you like it.”

      “We?”

      He nods. “This is my establishment. I am reviving it,” he says. “And what better place to do it than Capitol Hill? You know these youths love all things quirky and offbeat.”

      “Look at you, knowing your market,” I say. “I’m impressed.”

      He smiles. “Dear, I have known my market longer than you have been alive,” he tells me. “Albeit before, it was a little more—rarified—and less refined.”

      That gets a laugh out of me. “You certainly have a way with words, Fish,” I say. “And let me just say again, I’m so glad you’ve gotten out of the drug game.”

      “As am I,” he replies. “I find that as I grow older, I have less tolerance for the cretins who inhabit that world. I would rather get out of that game than end up killing them all.”

      I give him a small grin and shake my head. Unlike when Kit said she’d kill Torres for me, I have no doubt in my mind that Fish would absolutely make good on his word. Back in the day, he was one of the most ruthless crime bosses in the entire Pacific Northwest. He’s mellowed with age and for reasons I can’t possibly guess at, has reordered his own priorities. Has started thinking—and more importantly, doing—things differently.

      “So, this whole going legit thing isn’t just a phase?” I ask. “Not just a passing fancy?”

      “Not at all. I am on the verge of obtaining the necessary permits from that council of crooks running the city to break ground on my waterfront project,” he tells me, beaming like a child on Christmas morning. “I am going to build up the waterfront. Office space, restaurants, small businesses. I’m even thinking of putting in a theme park—eventually.”

      “Wow, Fish,” I say, stunned. “I am really thrilled for you. I’m really proud of you.”

      He gives me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Blake. Perhaps your nature has finally rubbed off on me.”

      I laugh. “I don’t know that I’d go that far.”

      “Perhaps not,” he teases. “But just between you and I, don’t think I’ll be rolling up my entire network. It pays for a man in my position to continue having a finger on the pulse of the city. I may be divesting from my less-than-legal enterprises, but I will continue to keep a network of eyes and ears around the city. So, do not be afraid to come to me if you need information.”

      “That’s good to know, Fish. Thank you.”

      “But of course,” he says. “Now, what is it that brings you to my tea house?”

      “Well, speaking of your network…”

      “As they say, mi casa es su casa,” he replies.

      “A Chinese man, speaking Spanish, in a Japanese tea house, in America,” I note. “How very multicultural of you.”

      "One does what one can,” he laughs softly. “Now, about this information you seek.”

      “Well, I know this is a shot in the dark. I know that being underground as you are—”

      “Being underground does not halt the flow of information,” he says with a smile. “It allows you to hear more, actually. If you know how to listen, that is.”

      “Well, I for one, am glad you know how to listen,” I say. “You know about my sister. I’ve told you about her, yes?”

      He nods. “Yes. A terrible, tragic situation.”

      My smile is small but warm. “Well, it turns out she’s alive. She’s back.”

      He looks at me, surprise coloring his features. “Back? As in—”

      “As in, she’s staying with me.”

      “And you’re certain it’s her?”

      I nod. “One hundred percent.”

      He sits back in his chair and whistles low. “Well, this is certainly a plot twist.”

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

      “You’ll have to tell me the rest of it, then.”

      I nod. “I will when I have some time.”

      “Then I’ll look forward to hearing your tale.”

      “For now, I need to know what Kit is up to,” I tell him. “More specifically, I need to know who she’s aligned with—if anybody?”

      “Is there somebody specific you have in mind that she’s aligned with?”

      “A group known as the Thirteen,” I say simply.

      Fish laughs softly and shakes his head. “You certainly do know how to pick your enemies well, Blake,” he says. “A group that can manage to murder three sitting Supreme Court Justices is not a group you want to be on the wrong side of.”

      “Unfortunately, I didn’t pick this enemy. They’ve been in my life ever since they murdered my parents and abducted my sister,” I say.

      “And you think your sister is an operative for this group and has been sent back into your life to do… what?”

      “Spy on me? Kill me? I don’t know just yet. I don’t even know if she’s aligned with them,” I say. “But I’d really like to know before this situation comes to a head.”

      “The Thirteen is a devious, insidious group of thugs and thieves—albeit very well-dressed, well-coiffed, and well-educated ones,” Fish says. “And they have the nerve to call me a criminal. The hypocrisy is astounding.”

      “I agree,” I reply. “They know I’m working to take them down. That’s why they planted Mark in my life. And it’s why I’m suspicious about Kit suddenly reappearing.”

      “You’re wise to be suspicious,” he chuckles to himself. “You most certainly have a very colorful and interesting family history, I must say. If I were the creative sort, I’d say there’s a screenplay in your story.”

      “If you help me with this, you can have the rights to the story.”

      He smiles wide, as if the thought pleases him greatly. “Can you see me as an Academy Award-winning screenwriter?”

      “Having seen the way you’ve changed over the years, Fish, I believe you can do anything you set your mind to,” I say sincerely.

      My words seem to please him, and he smiles, a dreamy look in his eyes. I can almost see him daydreaming about making an Academy Award acceptance speech; the thought makes me laugh softly. I like that he’s thinking about a life outside of his criminal empire. Fish is a good man with a good heart. I’d like to see good things happen for him.

      “All right,” he says. “Give me a little time to look into your sister. If there is something to find, trust that I will find it.”

      “Thank you, Fish. I owe you one—more than one, actually,” I say. “Oh, not to press my luck, I need to ask you for another favor.”

      “You owe me nothing more than your pleasant companionship, Blake. We’re friends. This is what friends do,” he says. “What is your favor?”

      “I was hoping that you had a vacant office somewhere,” I say. “I need a safe, clean space to run this investigation into the Thirteen. I’m afraid the heat is going to come down at some point and I’d like to have someplace safe to keep the evidence and case files. I’m going to take them down and I don’t want them to bury it.”

      “Do you know who’s involved?”

      “Getting there,” I nod. “We have a suspect pool, but narrowing it down to the major players is going to take some time.”

      “I’ll have my man deliver you an address and some keys,” he says. “Feel free to use it as long as you need. And fear not, Agent Wilder, it is a safe, discreet, and secure place. It has a private entrance so nobody will see you come and go.”

      “Thank you, Fish. You always come through for me.”

      “As you do for me,” he replies. “I would not be where I am right now if not for you. Your kindness and generosity over the years is something I will never forget. You have been a true friend to me, Blake.”

      I give him a smile. “We’re friends, Fish—the unlikeliest friends you’ll ever find, but friends nonetheless,” I say. “And that’s just what friends do.”
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      Fat Buddha Chinese Café, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

      “Okay, computers are up,” Astra says. “We are up and running.”

      From my place at the whiteboard I set up, I look over to see her putting the final touches on the pair of workstations she set up on the oak partner desks. We moved all the files and boxes from my apartment to the office set above Fat Buddha’s that Fish gave us use of. The smell of the restaurant below us is strong and makes my mouth water.

      The office we’re in is a spacious, one-room deal. The walls are stark white and are lined with photos of Seattle in its early days. Three large arch-shaped windows are set into the south wall, giving us a view of Chinatown. There’s a square conference table set up in the corner with four chairs around near the window on the left.

      A pair of partner desks are pushed together near the window to the right, and there is a sofa and loveseat forming a sitting area against the wall opposite the windows. The bathroom is discreetly hidden in a small closet-sized room behind the sitting area and large area rugs are set under all the furniture in the room. It’s a plush, cozy little place. The paint on the walls is so fresh I can still catch faint whiffs of the paint fumes. Fish went all out getting this place ready for us.

      “We’re going to need to get some of that food down there,” Astra tells me. “I’m starving and the smell of the food is distracting me.”

      I laugh softly. “That makes two of us,” I reply. “I’m going to go put in an order. Anything specific you want?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “You got it.”

      I walk out of the office and down the staircase just outside the door. Fish wasn’t kidding when he said this place was private. The staircase is the only way in or out of the office. There’s a steel security door at the bottom that’s only accessible with the electronic passkey. I close the door behind me and walk down the short corridor that ends in another electronic steel door. And beyond that door is the manager’s office in the back of the restaurant—the door itself is camouflaged to look like part of the wall. You’d have to really look for it, or otherwise know it’s there to see it.

      The woman sitting at the desk looks up and gives me a nod as I come through the door, then turns back to the books in front of her. It looks like she’s doing inventory or something. Fish must have given her instructions to pretend we aren’t really here. And I’m that sure went along with instructions to not tell anybody else we’re here either. Fish is always looking out for me.

      I go to the front counter and grab a menu. I take a few minutes and place my order with the hostess, then sit down in one of the chairs in the lobby to wait. The restaurant is three-quarters full, and the buzz of laughter and conversation is thick in the air. The walls are covered with red paneling adorned with gold embellishes. There are pictures from China—rural villages, mountains, and endless agricultural fields. Paper lanterns hang from the ceiling and tall bamboo plants in pots sit in the corners. It’s a really nice place.

      A few minutes later, the hostess comes back with a box that has our food as well as some plates and utensils. I give her a smile and hand her my debit card. She tries to wave me off.

      “No, it’s all right. Fish says it’s on the house. Whatever you need,” she says.

      “I appreciate that but he’s doing more than enough,” I reply. The least I can do is pay for our meals. Please.”

      She finally relents and runs my card. I sign for it and leave a generous tip, then head back to our secret hideaway.

      “My God that smells good,” Astra says as I come through the door.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t devour it all on my way up.”

      “Girl, you would have found yourself beaten bloody if you did not feed me.”

      We share a laugh as I set the bag down on the table and we both immediately start pulling boxes out. Neither of us speaks as we gorge ourselves on the food sitting in front of us. The food is every bit as good as it smells. I feel like I could go on eating forever—it’s that good. Eventually though, we both run out of room in our bellies and are forced to give up the ghost. There’s no way we’re going to be able to force another bite down our throats.

      I push my plate back. “That was incredible.”

      “Remind me to thank Fish for all of this,” Astra says.

      “We’ll have to get him a fruit basket or something.”

      “I was thinking about this shiny metallic electric blue suit I saw online,” Astra cracks.

      I laugh softly. “That’s awful.”

      “As awful as his suits,” she says.

      “You just wish you had half the confidence it takes to wear one of those.”

      Astra grins. “That is—accurate.”

      We share a laugh as I clean everything up and stack it all into the box. I’ll need to take it down to the kitchen later. Right now, I just want to get started. After finding Graham’s name on Mo’s list, I’ve been fired up about this. I’ve been feeling like we’re getting somewhere. Or at least, we’re starting to.

      I walk over to the side of the partner desk she set up for me and drop down into the large, comfortable office chair. I fire up the computer and log in, then run a search on Senator Graham. I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly, but I’m hoping it will jump out at me.

      “Mo is running with the Crane case,” Astra says. “She’s looking into Crane’s online purchasing history. Thinks she has a line on some meds she might have bought.”

      “Good. That’s good. Thanks for handling that,” I say. “Oh hey, did you ask Rick to look into that thing I asked about?”

      Astra nods as she takes a seat next to me. “I did. He said he’s on it,” she replies. “Said nothing is ever truly lost that can’t be found.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like him.”

      “He really goes out of his way to sound like he’s profound,” she says.

      “You like him. Just admit it.”

      Astra chuckles. “Maybe a little bit,” she relents. “But if you ever tell him that I will knock you out cold.”

      “Good luck with that,” I say.

      She laughs as she turns to her computer and pauses. “So, what are we looking for exactly here?” she asks.

      “I’m doing a deep dive on the names on the lists—concentrating on the first hundred and fifty,” I explain. “We need to find something we can use to include or exclude them from the list of possible members of the Thirteen.”

      “And what’s the criteria we’re using?” she asks. “What gets somebody on the inclusion or exclusion list?”

      I sigh and shake my head. “I’m still trying to figure that out,” I admit. “I will say though, right now, I’m almost positive that Senator Daniel Graham is part of the group. He delivered a warning to me when I was in DC. It was subtle and veiled, but he was definitely warning me to back off this.”

      “Well, that sounds fun,” she mutters. “I’m shocked you didn’t end up in jail for assaulting a Senator. You must be getting soft in your old age.”

      “Yeah well, I know how to control myself when something as important as our team is on the line,” I say. “I step out of line or give them a reason, and they are going to fire me and blow up the CDAU. That’s what dragging me into the hearing was about—putting me on notice.”

      I haven’t had a chance to sit down with Astra since I got back from DC, so she doesn’t know about my conversation with the good Senator. I take a few minutes to fill her in. She listens to it all and nods along, an expression of annoyance crossing her face.

      “Kathryn Hedlund is just the gift that keeps on giving,” she remarks sardonically.

      “Right?”

      “So, how are you going to dirty her up?”

      “Not sure yet,” I admit. “Not sure I even want to play that game. But I have to figure something out or Graham is going to shut us down.”

      “I see why you hate politics.”

      “I think our best option at the moment is to prove Graham is part of the Thirteen,” I say. “So, we start with a deep dive on him, turn up the names of his closest associates. I’ve got a feeling he’s only going to really pal around with others in that rarified air.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably right. Snakes tend to congregate with other snakes,” she nods. “So, do you think Graham is the leader of the pack?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t see him being the leadership type,” I say. “Not of a group like this.”

      “And what’s the profile for a group like this?”

      “The profile is very similar to a cult leader—and the Thirteen does almost operate as a cult. But for a group like this, one that operates in the shadows, the leader is going to be strong and charismatic, yes. Powerful. But he’s not going to be out in the open about it,” I say. “To function, a group like the Thirteen will rely on secrets and shadows. The inner workings are only known to its members. In that way, the group takes on the personality of its leader. In this case, the leader will be reclusive. Secretive. He’s going to be somebody who not only doesn’t seek out the limelight, he actively runs from it. Somebody who prefers pulling the strings without being seen. He’s the Wizard of Oz—the man behind the curtain. And that is most definitely not Daniel Graham.”

      Astra laughs. “No, that man is a peacock. An absolute preener,” she says. “There is not a camera that man doesn’t immediately run toward.”

      “So, while he may be part of the group, he is not the leader.”

      Astra rifles through the pages in the file in front of her like something just occurred to her. She pulls a page out and looks at me, holding it up.

      “How does Willem Mangold hit you?” she posits. “He seems to fit that profile you just gave.”

      “Willem Mangold,” I say to myself.

      The name rings a bell, but I can’t place it right off. And then it hits me.

      “The tech guy?” I ask. “What’s his company again? Platinum Precision Tech, right?”

      She nods. “One and the same,” she says. “Founded one of the country’s largest tech companies with a specific emphasis on military-grade technology—rocket guidance systems, unmanned drones with missile strike capabilities, driverless tanks. Things like that.”

      “That sounds pleasant.”

      “Oh, he’s also beginning to focus on consumer applications for his tech,” she adds. “Trying to make life easier for the little woman at home raising the kids.”

      “That is so very kind of him,” I roll my eyes. “Just what we need. A tank in every garage.”

      “Anyway, Mangold, despite being this tech giant, is reclusive. I don’t think he’s been seen in public for years,” she goes. “He operates his vast empire from his probably computer-operated home. But by all accounts, the man is charming. Charismatic. And borderline paranoid about his security. He’s a secretive squirrel according to some things I’ve read.”

      I nod as I take it all in. “He certainly sounds like he could be our guy. Potentially,” I say. “Let’s do a deep dive on him. I want to know everything there is to know about Willem Mangold. Specifically, I want to know if he’s tight with one Senator Daniel Graham. I want to know if there’s a link between them because if there is, it would most definitely snap some things into place.”

      “Good thinking,” she says. “So, let’s get to it.”

      “Absolutely,” I reply and wheel back to my computer.

      It’s a good place to start and as I key in Willem Mangold’s name and start digging up all the relevant information I can find, that almost weightless feeling of momentum in the pit of my belly takes hold. The rush of feeling the pieces of the puzzle coming together is second to nothing. I feel like we’re starting down the right path.

      We potentially have two of the key pieces in this conspiracy, and I’m hoping that once we start pulling on them, the entire thing will begin to unravel. I just need to keep Graham off my butt until we get to a point where he can’t touch me. It’s precarious right now. We’re balancing on a razor’s edge. We can’t afford one wrong move, or we might find ourselves out of a job real quick.
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      Kensho Tea House; Capitol Hill District, Downtown Seattle

      I was surprised when I got a call from Fish early that morning asking to meet. It was only a couple of days ago that I asked him to dig up what he could on Willem Mangold in addition to any link between Kit and the Thirteen. I didn’t expect that he’d get back to me so quickly. But the note of concern I heard in his voice over the phone has me feeling a little tense.

      Astra and I have been digging as deep as we can on this guy. But we haven’t been able to find much. The guy really is a hermit with little to no digital footprint. It’s unusual given the fact that he’s such a titan in the tech industry. But then, given that he’s so tech-savvy, I suppose it’s probably not that difficult for him to keep himself hidden away in cyberspace.

      Or maybe he’s just the sort of guy who doesn’t enjoy Tweeting every five minutes or doesn’t feel the need to post pictures of every meal he takes. Not everybody needs to be on social media like some people do these days. It says a lot about the state of our world when somebody who doesn’t feel the need to broadcast their life twenty-four/seven is seen as a freak or an oddball. I remember a time before we were living our lives out loud. A time before we were performing for everybody to see.

      The hostess, a short, dark-haired girl with delicate features and a beautiful smile, escorts me into a room in the back and sits me down at a table.

      “Mr. Zhao will be here shortly,” she says. “May I start you with something to drink? Perhaps a snack?”

      “No, I’m fine,” I say. “I’ll wait for Fish—Mr. Zhao.”

      She gives me a nod. “Very good.”

      She leaves the room and slides the paper door closed behind her. Soft instrumental music drifts from hidden speakers, filling the room with a peaceful atmosphere. The room itself is in need of some work. The walls could use a new coat of paint, the faux bamboo is a little frayed around the edges and could stand to be replaced, and the tables are a bit nicked and scarred. But there’s an undeniable charm to the place.

      I can see the potential of the teahouse idea and I think Fish is right. Once he gets this place refurbished and up and running, I think the hipsters in Capitol Hill will flock to it. He is right in saying the younger crowd, the hipsters like Rick, will go nuts for a place like this. They like new and different experiences. I think Fish’s teahouse could be just that sort of experience they’re looking for. I make a mental note to tell Rick about this place when I get back to the shop. He’ll love it.

      The door slides open behind me and I turn to see Fish stepping through. He whispers a few quiet words to the hostess, and she gives him a smile before departing. Fish slides the door closed and takes a seat across from me. He’s dressed down today in black jeans, boots, and a black turtleneck, reminding me of how Kit dresses when she goes out at night on her mysterious errands. What concerns me the most, though, is the expression on his face. He’s not his usual smiling self.

      “How are you, Fish?” I ask. “Everything all right?”

      “I suppose that would depend upon your definition of all right, Agent Wilder.”

      “Okay, you’re kind of freaking me out here.”

      “I apologize. That is not my intent. But there—”

      He bites his words off as the door to our room slides open again and the waitress steps in. She sets a tray down between us and pours us both a glass of tea, filling the room with its aroma. I inhale deeply and smile.

      “I smell raspberries,” I say.

      He nods but still doesn’t smile. “It’s raspberry infused with honey and blueberry, with a special blend of vitamins and antioxidants.”

      I laugh softly. “Oh yes. The hipsters are going to love this place.”

      “Once we get done with the remodel, I certainly hope so,” he says. “We’re going to put in a karaoke lounge and selfie wall as well, to appeal to Instagram and TikTok.”

      “Smart. You most definitely have your finger on the pulse of society,” I note.

      I pick up the cup and blow on it, trying to cool the tea before I take a sip. When the liquid hits my tongue, I wince. It’s still a little too hot, but the flavor is amazing. I’ve never been much of a tea person, but I could get used to it with exceptional flavors like this.

      “This flavor will provide you with an immunity boost as well as energy,” he says, and even though he’s glum, I can’t help but hear the note of pride in his voice.

      He takes a sip of his tea and sets his cup back down. His expression is inscrutable, but he’s just giving off an air of worry.

      “What’s going on, Fish? You’re not yourself,” I observe.

      “No, I suppose not,” he admits. “But that is because I am worried about you, my dear. I fear you’ve unwittingly kicked a hornet’s nest.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “I’ll tell you the good news. I dug as deep as I could but found no connection between your sister and the Thirteen,” he tells me. “Of course, I cannot guarantee that connection doesn’t exist—But if it does, I was not able to find it.”

      “If you weren’t able to find it, I’m confident it doesn’t exist.”

      “Be careful with your assumptions, Agent Wilder,” he says softly. “They could prove to be your undoing one day.”

      I think back to the assumptions I made about Kit in the beginning—that she’d been trafficked, specifically. I couldn’t have been more wrong about that, so yeah, he’s got a valid point. I do need to take care with my assumptions.

      “So, what’s the bad news, Fish?”

      His face grows even darker and he looks down into his teacup. He seems to be considering his words carefully. As if he’s unsure where to start. That’s unusual, because if there’s one thing I know about Fish, it’s that he is rarely ever at a loss for words. His confidence is overwhelming—his outrageous fashion sense can attest to that—and I’ve never known him to parse his words. Whatever he has to say is going to be heavy and I’m not going to like hearing it. I can just feel it.

      “There are two bits of bad news I must share with you,” he starts. “I’ll start with the less bad of the two.”

      “Save the super horrible news for the end. Smart.”

      A faint smile touches his lips but doesn’t reach his eyes. I suddenly feel my stomach churning. Fish is more reticent than I’ve ever seen him before, and it scares me.

      “I looked into Willem Mangold as you asked,” he says. “And he is far scarier than you even imagined. He is not a man you want to tangle with.”

      “How so?”

      “He craves power. Who lords it over the weaker,” he says.

      “That much I knew already.”

      “Did you know that he hired private contractors to eradicate an entire village in South America to make way for a factory he built down there?” he asks. “There is a mass grave just outside the campus of his factory.”

      I stare at him with wide eyes and my mouth hanging open. “Are you kidding me?”

      He shakes his head. “I wish I were, Blake,” he says softly. “Almost eight hundred indigenous people dead so he could build a factory to exploit cheap labor and incredibly lax regulatory laws.”

      “Eight hundred people,” I gasp.

      Fish nods sadly. “He is a cruel, evil man.”

      “Is there proof of this?”

      “I have my people working on acquiring it. There are apparently photos of him at the site of the mass grave,” he tells me. “But I warn you now, Agent Wilder, Willem Mangold is not a man you want to be on the wrong side of. This may be a fight you would be wise to walk away from.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “He has the backing of the US government, Blake,” he implores me. “He is entrenched deeply with Senators, Representatives, Cabinet members. Lobbying firms, shell companies, think tanks… the man has a vast network the likes of which you couldn’t even conceive of. He was instrumental in selecting the last three Supreme Court Justices. His power knows no bounds.”

      “If he was instrumental in selecting the last three Justices, I’m pretty certain he was instrumental in creating those three openings,” I note.

      “Which is why I urge you to walk away from this,” he says. “This world is better for having you in it. And this is a fight I fear you cannot win. The forces he can bring to bear against you are legion. He is not afraid to shed blood for his cause. In fact, from all I have gathered, I’ve learned that he seems to enjoy it.”

      His words have a chilling effect on me but at the same time, they light a fire in my belly I know will soon burn out of control. The fact that Willem Mangold believes he can murder eight hundred people with impunity is beyond infuriating. It’s evil. And I can’t turn a blind eye to pure evil like that. I take another sip of my tea, trying to wrap my head around it all and grimace. If that’s the bad news, how much worse is the super bad news?

      “All right, lay it on me,” I say. “What’s the super bad news, Fish?”

      He purses his lips and I see genuine fear in his eyes, which of course freaks me out. Fish doesn’t scare easily. His visible concern is no small thing.

      “Do you remember the notorious assassin I told you of recently? The Đavole?”

      My stomach plummets. “Oh, no.”

      “My sources confirm for me that the Đavole has been placed under the employ of Hyperion Corporate Logistics, the Seattle-based security division of the organization known as Tartarus Enterprises, which is a subsidiary of BXA Global Investments. BXA recently merged with Aprico Holdings, which maintains a controlling stake in the lobbying firm called The Prosperity Policy Alliance—notably the group that highly recommended all three recent Supreme Court picks and maintains heavy influence on Capitol Hill. And the principal donor for that group is none other than…”

      “Willem Mangold,” I finish for him, my voice full of dread.

      Fish nods. “Bingo.”

      I nod slowly, barely able to control my breathing. “What can you tell me about this assassin?”

      He shrugs. “Nobody knows. The Đavole is as much a myth as he is a man. Some say he comes from Japan. Others say he’s Russian. Still others say he comes from somewhere in the Balkans. Nobody can even say if it the Đavole is even a man,” Fish explains. “The only thing people can agree on is this… if you need somebody dead, you hire the Đavole. Nobody has ever survived an encounter with him.”

      “How do we know that for certain though? If he’s as much myth as man, as you say?”

      “I know what you are trying to do, Blake. But that is not how this will go. Believe me when I say this is of vital importance. The Đavole always provides his clients with proof of death. And his victims are many,” Fish says. “He very well may have assassinated those Supreme Court Justices. Nobody can say for sure.”

      That sends a lightning bolt of fear straight through me. The idea that I’m being hunted by some master assassin is well beyond unsettling. That is something I did not have on my bingo card.

      “So, what you’re telling me is that the Thirteen is sending John Wick after me?” I ask, giving him an awkward smile.

      “John who?”

      “Movies. John Wick is this unstoppable assassin,” I explain. “You should really watch them. I know how fond you are of action films.”

      Fish sighs. “I don’t think you are taking this seriously enough, Agent Wilder. Your very life is on the line.”

      “All right. You’re right,” I say. “So, are you absolutely sure the Thirteen has hired this guy to take me out?”

      “It’s hard to say, Blake. It is possible the Thirteen sees another threat in Seattle. But if you insist on pursuing Mangold, or the Thirteen more generally, I would advise…”

      He takes a breath, as if not sure how to say it. But I already know what he’s going to say.

      “…I would advise you to watch your back at all times. Trust no one.”

      I nod slowly, the gravity of the situation sinking into my very bones. “Well, that’s easy enough. I already don’t trust anyone.”

      “Blake…”

      “But at the same time, I can’t turn a blind eye to Mangold committing mass murder,” I say. “I’ll take every precaution I can to protect myself, but he needs to be brought to justice.”

      “I was afraid you would say that,” Fish says sadly.

      “I don’t know any other way to be,” I tell him. “This is who I am.”

      Fish gives me a wan smile. “This I know. Your determination is something I admire about you,” he says. “It’s also something that scares me for you.”

      I return his weak smile. “That makes two of us, my friend.”
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      “Kit? You home?” I call out as I come through the door.

      I wasn’t really expecting an answer, so when I don’t get one, I’m not all that surprised. It’s after ten and I’m sure Kit’s out looking for whoever it is she’s looking for. After my meeting with Fish, I’m feeling a little rattled, to be honest. I wish she were home. Having her in the house might make me feel a little better about things. Knowing there’s some super-assassin out there who may or may not be hunting me has left me feeling disconcerted, to say the least.

      I’m still a little wired and not ready to go to bed yet, so I flip on some music. Art Tatum’s piano fills the apartment and soothes me if only a little. I pour myself a glass of wine and sit down at my computer and take a drink as it boots up. Once it’s online, I pull up a search engine and start looking for any and references to this Đavole I can find.

      There isn’t much. I learn that the name is Serbian and is loosely translated to mean “Devil,” which is really comforting. There are some vague newspaper accounts that mention him, though they’re far from substantive. I do find a few items on Reddit that pique my interest. I don’t know how factual any of it is, but what I read more or less lines up with what Fish told me.

      The Đavole burst onto the scene about twelve years ago by assassinating several Russian diplomats on an international trip in their heavily fortified compound in Italy. There is very little information about how the assassin gained entrance to the compound, but he managed to kill all three in their bedrooms and slip out again without an alarm being raised. The bodies were found the next morning by the staff.

      After that, the Đavole hit a pair of Chinese tech moguls while they vacationed in the UAE. And after that, he killed a German scientist who was working on a drug that would help eliminate migraines. Interestingly enough, an American pharmaceutical company—Hepius—marketed a migraine drug about a month later. Could be a coincidence but I’m thinking it’s probably not. I’ve never been a big fan of coincidences. Especially when a quick search shows me that Hepius is yet another subsidiary of Aprico Holdings—and Willem Mangold and Daniel Graham both sit on the board of it.

      Fish was right when he said there was no consensus about the age, ethnicity, or even gender of the Đavole. Some swear it’s a man in his mid-forties from Eastern Europe. Others argue it’s a French woman in her mid-twenties. Still others think the Đavole is actually Scarlett Johansson using her abilities as the Black Widow to effect vigilante justice around the world. That’s the internet for you.

      The nervous energy is still coursing through my body, so I decide to burn it out of me. I get dressed in a pair of bright neon running leggings for visibility and a blue t-shirt. I pull on a light sweatshirt and then lace up my running shoes. I drop my keys into the horribly unfashionable but totally practical fanny pack, then slip in my earbuds. After tying my hair back, I queue up the music on my phone and drop that into the fanny pack as well. I zip it up and clip it around my waist, then leave the apartment and head out for a run.

      I follow my usual path, avoiding dark areas and keeping to a well-lit running trail. I pass by a few other runners and wonder what’s keeping them up. I’d be willing to bet it’s not the idea of an international assassin murdering them in their sleep. My path takes me through the park, and although there are lights all along it, I feel surrounded by inky darkness. It presses close on either side of the lit path. Like it’s closing in around me.

      I tell myself it’s only my nerves making me feel paranoid. But I’m half-convinced something is going to reach out of the darkness and snatch me off the path. I shake my head, silently chastising myself for being such a paranoid idiot. Using all the tools Dr. Reinhart’s given me over the years, I try to calm myself down and remain in the moment. Try to keep my head straight and think clearly.

      No matter what I do though, the hair on the back of my neck stands on end as goosebumps prickle my skin. I feel the knots in my stomach constrict painfully and I’m overwhelmed by the sensation of being watched. I know it’s not paranoia, though. Somebody is out there, hiding in the thick pockets of shadow in the park. Watching me. That feeling of having eyes on you is so powerful and unique there is no mistaking it for anything else.

      I keep my eyes moving, cutting left then right; trying to keep my senses wide open, I push on. I pick up my pace and run a little faster to get off the loop that cuts through the park and back on the city streets where I feel slightly better. I’m proficient in a couple of different martial arts so it’s not like I’m entirely helpless. But at least on the streets, there are ostensibly more people around. There are houses and apartments are close by and if all else fails, I’m not above yelling, screaming, and making a spectacle of myself if it means keeping myself from getting killed.

      I finally get off the loop and am back on the city streets, but that feeling of being watched persists. It follows me all the way back to my apartment and only dissipates when I step into the shower and let the cascade of hot water sluice away all my paranoia and fear. It’s only when I’m dressed and slipping into bed that I feel normal again. But even still, I make sure my service weapon is on my nightstand beside me.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes fly open and a powerful wave of adrenaline washes through my body. I lie in bed staring at the ceiling for a long moment, wondering what it was that pulled me from sleep. My bedroom is cloaked in thick, dark shadows, and a sliver of moonlight slants in from a gap between the two panels of my blackout curtains and falls across my bed.

      I strain my ears and listen, my stomach roiling and my breath quickening. There. A soft creak from one of the floorboards in the hallway outside my bedroom. I glance at the clock and see that it’s almost three. My first thought is that it’s Kit coming home and is walking softly to avoid waking me. But then I hear another soft creak and know the footsteps are approaching my doorway. It’s not Kit.

      The adrenaline flooding my body doubles and the knots in my stomach tighten painfully. Moving as quietly as I can, I sit up and swing my legs over the edge of my bed. I snatch my weapon off the nightstand and get to my feet. Moving slowly and deliberately, I make my way toward the door, making sure to stay on the area rugs to soften my footsteps. Pressing my back to the wall beside the door, I draw a breath in and hold it.

      I count to ten, but nothing happens. Nobody comes through the door and the footsteps in the hall haven’t repeated. My mind is racing. I’m sure it’s the Đavole on the other side of the door, just waiting for me to open it. But I lean against the wall for several minutes more, my entire body growing tighter the whole time. Every muscle in my body is taut, ready for a fight, but nothing happens. I hear nothing whatsoever.

      It’s then I start to wonder if it’s my imagination running off with me again. Fish’s story about the Đavole, combined with what I found on my own, combined with letting myself get freaked out while I was out on a run—it’s no wonder I’m hearing things. My mind has been spinning since before I went to bed, so I shouldn’t be surprised that I woke up suddenly. And after that, my imagination filled in all the blanks, and here I am. Standing with a gun in hand, ready to fight somebody that’s not even there.

      A nervous chuckle escapes me as I will myself to loosen up. I push off the wall and open my bedroom door. I’m aware of the movement in the darkness before me a split second before the fist crashes into my midsection. The air leaves my lungs with an “oomph” sound, and I double over. Something hard and solid crashes down on the side of my head and I drop to all fours, desperately trying to suck in air as my blood, thick and viscous, rolls down my face.

      My instincts take over and I roll to the right a moment before a booted foot crashes down onto the floor where my head just was. Leaping to my feet, I raise the weapon in my hand only to feel a large hand, harder than iron, grip my wrist and bend it backward. I cry out in pain as he twists it at an awkward angle, and I lose my grip on the gun. It hits the floor with a hard thud, and I watch helplessly as the intruder, dressed in black from head to toe, kicks it under the bed.

      The man is large and solidly built. His hands are enormous and stronger than they should be. He’s got a balaclava over his head, leaving only his eyes exposed. In the shadows and gloom of my bedroom, they simply look like twin points of darkness. Cold, bottomless, and devoid of mercy.

      “Who are you?” I gasp desperately. “Are you the Đavole?”

      He laughs. “No, love. I ain’t him and you’d best count your blessin’s,” he replies, his voice thick with an Australian accent. “I’m just somebody here to deliver a message you apparently aren’t gettin’.”

      He drives his meaty fist into my stomach again, driving what little air I’ve managed to suck in back out again. I clutch my stomach and double over. The man pushes me down onto my backside and I curl into the fetal position. From the corner of my eye though, I watch him. Watch the way he moves. He’s light on his feet, but careless. He thinks he’s subdued me and I’m fine letting him believe that.

      “My boss wants you to know he don’t appreciate you lookin’ as hard at him as you have been,” he says. “He don’t want to kill you, but he wants you to know he will if he has to.”

      “Who’s your boss?” I manage to croak. “And why isn’t he here to deliver his message himself? Too much of a coward?”

      The man laughs, his voice a deep, raspy growling sound. He moves faster than I expected and kicks me square in the small of the back. Pain explodes within me, and I cry out, feeling the agony reverberating from head to toe. I suck in deep lungfuls of air, squeeze my eyes shut, and try to ride out the currents of pain.

      “Are ya gettin’ the message yet, love?” he sneers.

      I grit my teeth and will the pain away. I lean on the lessons learned in my martial arts classes about mastering the pain. About fighting through it and not letting pain cripple you. It’s been a long time; I’m definitely going to need a refresher course or twelve, but it takes the pain from a loud shriek to a dull roar.

      My assailant squats down beside me and I hear the distinctive sound of him chambering a round in what’s probably a Glock. He presses the muzzle flush to my temple.

      “I asked if you were gettin’ the message yet,” he growls.

      Moving faster than he anticipated, I grip his hand and bend it backward, just as he’d done to me. At the same time, I drive my other fist straight into his throat with as much strength as I can muster, drawing a choked shriek from him as I bend his wrist back to an impossible angle, then give it one more hard push. I hear the bones snap and feel the resistance in his wrist vanish. The man screams out in agony and drops the gun with a hard, metallic clank.

      He doubles over, cradling his injured wrist, and I take the opportunity to jump to my feet and immediately drive the ball of my foot into the side of his head as hard as I can. He drops to the ground like a sack of dirty laundry and doesn’t move. He’s out cold. Moving quickly, I find some plastic cuffs in my go-bag and bind his hands behind his back—and after a moment’s thought, bind his ankles as well.

      It’s only then, when I’ve got him subdued and bound, that I allow myself a few minutes to sit down, let the shaking in my body subside, and catch my breath. Gradually, my racing heart slows and my ragged breathing returns to normal. I can breathe again.

      I get to my feet, stagger to the bathroom, and flip on the light. My face is pale and drawn, half of it covered in blood, giving me a visage straight out of a nightmare. I take a minute to clean myself up and slap a bandage over the cut near my left temple. He must have hit me with the butt of his weapon since he didn’t draw contact with his fists.

      Done with my feeble effort at wound care, I shuffle back into the bedroom and sit on the edge of the bed. The man is awake and has rolled onto his side. He glares at me from behind his balaclava. I get up and flip on the light in the room, then squat down and rip the balaclava off his head. He’s older than I expected. He has a thick, white goatee, and his head is shaved clean. There are lines around his eyes and mouth and his skin has that dark complexion that comes from too much time in the sun.

      “What’s your name?” I ask as I pick up his dropped weapon and retake my seat at the foot of the bed.

      “Go to hell,” he snaps.

      “Who are you working for?”

      “Go. To. Hell.”

      “Creative.”

      “Last chance. Tell me who you are and who you’re working for,” I demand.

      “Go—”

      “Yeah, yeah, heard it before.”

      I get to my feet and grab my cellphone. I punch in the number Detective TJ Lee had given me and wait for a couple of rings. He picks it up, sounding slightly groggy.

      “Blake? Why are you calling at this—”

      “I’ve got a situation,” I interrupt. “Can you come over to my place?”

      There’s a long pause on the other end of the line and I can practically hear Lee asking himself why I didn’t just call into the emergency line.

      “Please, Detective Lee,” I implore him. “I wouldn’t call you if this wasn’t important.”

      “I’m on my way.”

    

  







            Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    




      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      At some point during the madness, Kit came home. She’s sitting off to the side, at my desk, swiveling back and forth in the chair as crime scene techs and uniformed cops come in and out of my apartment. Her eyes are narrowed, her jaw is clenched, and a hateful expression is on her face. It’s a feeling I can relate to right about now.

      “Why did you call this in?” I ask. “I called you in confidence.”

      “You never told me not to,” TJ replies. “This is standard crime scene stuff. This is by the book, Blake. You know I go by the book at all times.”

      I blow out a frustrated breath and shake my head. I should have known better to call Detective Lee. He’s a little stiff—and he does indeed play by the rules at all times—but he’s a good guy and an excellent cop. He’d never feel comfortable coloring outside of the lines. But for whatever reason, he was the first call I made. I have no idea why. Maybe it’s because he’s one of the few SPD cops I know who’s competent and good at his job. But I know it’s more than that. It’s just taken my brain a few minutes to catch up.

      “I appreciate you coming out, Detective Lee,” I tell him. “I just didn’t expect a whole army of cops to show up.”

      “I get it, Blake,” he replies with a chuckle. “But really, why did you call me when you could have just as easily called 9-1-1?”

      I look back and forth to make sure nobody is listening in, then step closer and lower my voice just for good measure. “Because I don’t want Torres to get hold of this. I don’t want him out here all,” I say. “If Torres gets hold of that guy, he’s more than likely going to disappear. Probably into a hole in the ground somewhere in the woods.”

      Lee gives me a confused look, not understanding where I’m going with this. Truth be told, I don’t even know where I’m going with it. I just don’t trust Torres to do the right thing where I’m concerned. It’s a feeling that’s growing with every passing day. I’ve thought a lot about some of the things he’s said to me and realized that the last time we spoke, out at Mark’s grave, that he delivered a warning that sounded really familiar to me.

      I’ve replayed the conversation in my head over and over again and the words he used were almost the same as the words Senator Graham used. I’m not a big believer in coincidences and when that realization hit me, it left me wondering if Torres is part of the Thirteen. Or if he’s perhaps working for Graham. If that’s the case, then Torres would have a vested interest in making sure this whole episode tonight gets swept under the rug. He’d have a vested interest in making sure my assailant disappears.

      I know how crazy it sounds. How paranoid. And maybe it really is just a coincidence. I mean, there are plenty of things Torres would like me to stop sticking my nose into simply because I make him look incompetent and his department as a whole look bad. So, he very easily could have been referring to that when he said what he said out at Mark’s grave. If I’m being honest, I’d say it probably is that.

      But in my current state, I’m seeing connections everywhere. I’m connecting dots all over the place that perhaps don’t necessarily line up. Never in my life have I ever felt as unstable as I do right now. I’ve never felt so unsure of myself or that the ground beneath me was shifting as wildly. Lately, it’s seemed that just when I think I have a handle on something, it slips through my grasp, and I’m left holding air.

      “Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t do this off-book,” Lee says. “But trust me when I say I’m not going to let this disappear down a rabbit hole. I’ve got your back, Blake.”

      “Thanks, Detective Lee. I know you’ll stay on this,” I reply. “And I’m sorry for being so snappy. I’m just seeing ghosts these days.”

      “It’s not a problem,” he says.

      “Oh, I need a favor,” I add. “When you get the assailant’s ID, be it a driver’s license, a credit card, or library card, I need to know his name.”

      “For what?”

      “For my own personal edification,” I respond. “Can you do that for me?”

      He eyes me for a long moment but finally nods. “Yeah, sure. I can do that.”

      “Thank you,” I respond.

      I step aside and let him confer with some of the other officers. I walk over to where Kit is sitting and look down at her.

      “You all right?” I ask.

      She nods. “Just upset I wasn’t here to help.”

      “It worked out. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      “I could have lost you.”

      “But you didn’t,” I reply. “I’m not totally defenseless, you know.”

      I give her a smile that’s supposed to be reassuring, but I can tell by the look on her face that it fell short. A pair of cops bring the assailant out of the back bedrooms and march him outside with his hands cuffed behind his back. Kit’s eyes widen as she looks at him, then turns to me.

      “Him? You seriously put that guy down?” she asks.

      “It would seem that way, wouldn’t it?” I say with a grin.

      “I’m impressed, sis,” she says. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ve got black belts in two different martial arts disciplines and I’m a trained federal agent,” I tell her. “Like I said, I’m not totally defenseless.”

      I won’t tell her how close a thing it was and do my best to ignore the pain throbbing in both my gut and the small of my back where he hit and kicked me.

      “How’d he get in?” she asks.

      “I didn’t arm the security system and he picked the lock,” I shrug. “It’s my fault.”

      It’s something I’ve kicked myself for about a thousand times already. Knowing that somebody like this Đavole is running around out there and could possibly be gunning for me, I should have been more careful. More vigilant. At the very least, I should have armed the friggin’ alarm system. I could have absolutely sworn I did. Ever since a woman broke into my house a few months ago—in a situation I’m realizing isn’t too dissimilar from what happened tonight—I’ve been absolutely religious about it. It’s become second nature to me. But maybe I was so engrossed in my research that I simply forgot to do it. I simply assumed I had because I always do.

      Typical. The one time I forget and it nearly costs my life. I realize now I’m going to have to change the way I think and the way I do things. If I don’t, I’m going to end up on a slab at the ME’s office.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Kit’s voice cuts into my thoughts and I look at her to find her staring at me intently. Her eyes are narrowed. It’s like she’s looking into me, trying to access my thoughts.

      “What do you mean?” I reply.

      “I mean, what aren’t you telling me?” she asks. “I can see that you’re holding something back. It’s written all over your face, Blake.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not holding anything back.”

      “That’s crap,” she fires back.

      There’s part of me that wants to take her into my confidence, but the other part of me is telling me it’s a bad idea. I don’t know if we’ve gotten around to the point of trust just yet. It’s like Fish said—just because he couldn’t find proof that she’s connected to the Thirteen doesn’t mean she’s not. For all I know, Kit is this Đavole. I mean, it fits. She shows up and Mark is killed. And who knows who else in the city has turned up dead since she’s been here.

      She’s been acting so suspicious. All her secretiveness and her constantly going out at night, refusing to tell me where or what she’s doing—it’s kind of alarming, actually. I don’t want to think that my sister is some brutal, international assassin, but what else am I supposed to think? Her behavior is strange. And until I know more, I have to play my cards close to the vest.

      “When are you going to trust me, Blake?”

      “I can ask the same thing of you,” I respond. “Trust is earned. To get it, you have to give it. Don’t you remember Dad saying that?”

      She smirks. “Oh yeah. I remember that,” she says. “And I understand that. I really do. But you need to believe that I’m here to help you, Blake. To help keep you safe. I want us to be a family. I’ve wanted that since the day I was taken.”

      “And I’ve wanted that too,” I reply. “I’ve missed having my kid sister around. Sitting at dinner with you and just talking made me realize just how much I missed you, Kit.”

      “So, what are we going to do about it?”

      I shrug. “We’re both going to need to open up. We both have secrets, and I don’t think we can really get past this stuck point we’re at until we share them.”

      She nods and opens her mouth to reply, and I’m hopeful she’s going to be the one to break the ice. But then I hear a familiar voice that puts an instant charge of rage into me. I turn and see Deputy Chief Torres walk into my apartment, a smug smile on his face as he looks around. I watch as he confers with a couple of uniforms and then Lee. Only then does he turn and come over to me. I feel Kit bristle and I step in front of her protectively.

      “Well, it’s been quite a night for you, it seems,” Torres comments.

      “Seems that way.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I gave my statement to Detective Lee.”

      “Of course,” he nods. “But I’d like to know as well.”

      “Read my statement.”

      He frowns and a flash of irritation crosses his face. But he clears his throat and brushes it off, doing his best to appear interested.

      “Please, SSA Wilder,” he says. “Walk me through what happened here.”

      “Oh, I see,” I say sarcastically. “Even though he broke into my house and attacked me, you’re trying to build an assault case against me, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he responds.

      “I’m sure you don’t.” I realize the only way to get him out of my face is to give him what he wants. “I woke up, heard somebody in the house, confronted them, fight ensues, I manage to subdue him and call for help. End of story.”

      “And why did you call Detective Lee and not the emergency services line?” he asks.

      “Because quite frankly, Detective Lee is the only one in your entire department I trust.”

      “Huh. Interesting,” he says and turns to leave, but then turns back. “Oh, has your guilt eased now that you’ve buried your former lover?”

      I feel Kit start to rise behind me and I cut her a glance over my shoulder, shaking my head to tell her no. I appreciate her having my back, but I’m not going to let him ring her up for something that has nothing to do with her just because he wants to get under my skin. I turn back to him, letting him see the hatred I have for him on my face.

      “You should leave,” I state evenly. “I don’t want you in my apartment anymore.”

      “This is a crime scene—my crime scene. So, I think I’ll stay,” he replies smoothly. “But you haven’t answered my question—has your guilt about murdering your ex abated now that you’ve buried him? It’s an honest question.”

      “You need to leave,” I repeat, my voice rising. “Now. Get out of my apartment.”

      I feel Kit take my hand and pull me back while Torres just stands there with a disgusting smirk on his face. My heart is racing and the rage inside of me is building to an explosive crescendo. As it is, the cops in my apartment are all stopping to turn and look at us. Not that I care.

      “He’s trying to get you to do something stupid. He’s baiting you,” Kit whispers to me. “Don’t give him an excuse. Don’t give him the ammunition.”

      I sigh and swallow down the ball of anger in my throat. She’s right. It’s good advice. Torres probably is trying to bait me into taking a swing at him or something. But I refuse to play his game anymore.

      “You’re not going to be able to sweep this under the rug,” I tell him.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he smiles. “I’m a good cop and know how the system works.”

      “If you say so,” I reply, then pull Kit to her feet.

      I lead her into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. There won’t be any more sleeping tonight. I look out at the horizon and groan. It’s already starting to lighten,.

      “Hey, you need to watch yourself,” Lee says as he steps into the kitchen.

      ‘No, Torres needs to watch himself. This is our home,” I tell him. Kit nods her agreement. Lee looks over his shoulder then turns back and leans forward and pitches his voice low.

      “You really need to watch yourself, Blake. Torres is building a case against you—”

      “I’ve heard. Does he have anything?”

      He shakes his head. “I have no idea. All I’m saying is take it easy and don’t go so hard at the guy. He has the power to make your life a living hell,” he says. “If he really doesn’t have any evidence, then he’ll never get an indictment. So, maybe just relax?”

      “Yeah. I’ll give that a shot,” I roll my eyes.

      Lee walks away and speaks with Torres for a moment before moving on to speak with some of the uniforms. The sky is cast in vivid shades of red and orange and the sun is little more than a thin sliver on the horizon.

      “Looks like it’s going to be a beautiful sunrise,” Kit comments.

      “I have a feeling this is going to be a very long day,” I mutter.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Jesus, Blake. Are you all right?” Astra asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say. “My back is a little stiff, but it’s nothing that won’t heal up. I’m more upset that I opened that door. I should have known better.”

      “How could you have?”

      I shrug. “I should have,” I say. “Just like I should have armed the alarm. I could have absolutely sworn I did, but I must have just assumed I did because I always do. I screwed up about as bad as you can screw something up.”

      We’re sitting in the CDAU the next morning and I just caught her up on everything that happened overnight. Astra is shocked and understandably upset about it. By the time the cops all left, there wasn’t time for sleep—not that I’d have been able to catch a wink anyway—so I showered, stuffed some food in my face, drank about a gallon of coffee, and came in.

      “Seriously, stop blaming yourself. There’s no way you could have seen this coming,” she responds. “Do you have an ID on the guy who did this yet?”

      “Not yet. I’m hoping Lee calls with that today,” I tell her. “And I feel like I should have seen this coming. They’ve been sending me warnings.”

      She blows out a breath. “If what you’re saying about all of this is right, I wouldn’t hold my breath,” she says. “If the Thirteen is coming after you, I don’t see them using amateurs.”

      “Me either,” I reply. “If I’m being honest, I’m really freaked out about this Đavole character. I mean, even if only half of what I read is true, this guy is still terrifying.”

      “I think it’s time we bring Rosie in on this,” Astra offers. “Maybe she can assign a protective detail or something.”

      I shake my head. “That’s the last thing I want—more dead people. If this assassin is as good as they say, a protective detail isn’t going to stop him.”

      “So, what, you’re just going to give yourself up and wait for him to kill you?”

      I purse my lips and look down at the table for a moment. But then that nervous energy kicks in again and I stand and start to pace the room. Astra’s eyes follow me and she’s wearing an uneasy expression on her face.

      “Want to hear a really crazy theory?” I ask.

      “Lay it on me.”

      “I had the thought that my sister is the Đavole.”

      Astra’s eyes widen and she stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. And I can’t blame her. I kind of feel like a lunatic for even suggesting it. But no matter what I do, I can’t escape the thought that maybe she is this mythical assassin.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” she says. “Your long-lost little sister?”

      I stop pacing for a moment and turn to her with a shrug. “You know I’m not a big believer in coincidences. And I know you aren’t either.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean coincidences don’t happen.”

      “That’s true. But think about this,” I go on. “Do you remember from a few months back? That woman who broke into my apartment dressed in a balaclava? Who absolutely kicked my tail because she had intense training? She had green eyes. Just like Kit’s.”

      “That doesn’t prove—”

      “I find out Mark has been inserted into my life by the Thirteen, likely because I’m close to uncovering them, then he winds up murdered. I come home and there she is that same night, sitting on my aunt’s couch. Out of the blue after eighteen years. She won’t tell me anything about her life after being kidnapped. She goes out every night dressed like she’s either going to a goth club or like she’s going to kill somebody. She won’t tell me where she’s going. All she says is that she’s looking for somebody who might be able to help her get out from under the trouble she’s in.”

      Astra looks at me incredulously. “And this is what you’re basing the idea that your kid sister is some international assassin?” she asks. “I mean, I admit that it’s odd. And there is definitely something up with her. But that is a really huge leap to make.”

      “Maybe. Probably,” I reply. “But I can’t get away from the thought. I mean, it’s more than obvious she wasn’t trafficked. So, what happened to her?”

      “So, you think they groomed her to be this killing machine? That sounds more like something out of a movie than real life.”

      “How else do you explain it?” I ask. “I mean, why abduct a young girl if not to traffic her?”

      “Just because she doesn’t fit the profile of a trafficking victim doesn’t mean she wasn’t trafficked,” Astra points out. “It is possible she went to a high-end trafficker. One who takes… ‘good care’ of his victims.” The words come out in a disgusted tone. “He educates them, feeds them, clothes them—he does everything to keep them pretty and keep them earning. Those types of traffickers do exist.”

      “Yeah, but they’re rare,” I reply. “Very rare. Ninety-nine percent of traffickers deal in volume. They keep them hooked on drugs and use them up until there’s nothing left, then throw them out and replace them with a new one. Less overhead, less cost to keep them up.”

      “Maybe Kit fell in with that one percent,” Astra offers. “I think it’s a lot more plausible than her being groomed as an assassin.”

      I have to admit it sounds farfetched. Really farfetched. But at the same time, it holds a ring of truth for me. I can’t explain why but I still think it’s more plausible than her falling in with that one percent of traffickers.

      “What about Torres?” Astra asks. “Can you really see him being part of the Thirteen? Because I can’t.”

      “I can’t either. He doesn’t have the kind of money to join that club,” I say. “But it’s possible he’s working for them. Maybe they offered him a seat at the table if he can sink me.”

      “Now, that’s a theory I can get behind,” she agrees. “But do you really think somebody like Graham or Mangold would ever let him near the table, let alone have a seat at it?”

      “Oh God, no. But Torres is so blinded by his ambition that he’ll stop at nothing to get what he thinks he’s owed,” I say. “But I’ll admit, that theory doesn’t really have legs just yet. I’m basing it on similar comments made by him and Graham. It’s a stretch.”

      “You must be limber as hell this morning with all the stretching you’re doing,” she says.

      That draws a laugh from me. I walk to the workstation and pick up the cup of coffee I grabbed on the way into the office. I take a drink, letting my mind twist and turn with all these theories in my head. I’ll admit I may have gone off the deep end with some of my thinking. My theories, from Torres being part of the Thirteen to my sister being some high-end contract killer, are pretty out there. No question about it.

      But in my defense, I’ve never been so uncertain of anything before in my life. I’ve never felt so unsure of myself to the degree I am right now. Right now, I’m questioning every move I make, then second-guessing that answer too. There is just so much going on and so many wheels in motion. I’m holding a host of disparate parts in my hand with no way of knowing how they fit together, and yet I feel like I’m expected to put it all together anyway.

      And this is all against a backdrop of some shadowy organization who’s got the juice to murder three Supreme Court Justices simply because—in theory—they want their members to make more money. A lot more money. Financial motivations are right near the top of the list of why people kill, and when we’re talking about countless billions of dollars in play, that motivation is even more understandable.

      Then there’s the mythical, unstoppable contract killer who might potentially have me in his sights at some point soon—and who might also be my sister. Or even if it’s not my sister, I still have myriad unanswered questions about what exactly she’s doing when she sneaks out at night and where she’s been all these years. On top of that, the Senate hearings I’m being dragged into with the threat of my team being blown up hanging over my head like the Sword of Damocles have been completely fruitless. And last but certainly not least, a Member of Congress is making it her life’s mission to destroy me, and it becomes really understandable why I’m so far off my game lately. I’m pretty sure anybody in my position would be.

      Astra and I both turn as the doors to the shop slide open and Rick strolls through with his bag slung over his shoulder and a dark green smoothie in his hand. He sees us looking at him and shrugs.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I was just admiring the foul-looking shake in your hand,” Astra says.

      “It’s full of healthy things,” he protests defensively.

      “Oh good, I hope all the healthy things in that smoothie offset the Big Mac you’re going to have for lunch,” she teases.

      He gives her an obscene gesture and laughs as he gets himself situated at his workstation.

      “I have a task for you, Rick,” I say.

      “Great. What is it?”

      “Before I ask, I need you to know this is volunteer only. If you have even the slightest hesitation about it, do not be afraid to say so,” I tell him. “This situation is getting dangerous. Really dangerous, so I don’t want you involved if you don’t want to be.”

      “And when she says dangerous, she means high-end contract killers might possibly be coming to cut your head off if you’re not careful,” Astra adds. Rick chortles, but she keeps a straight face.

      “Astra,” I gasp.

      She shrugs. “He should probably have the full picture of what we’re looking at,” she points out. “It’s only fair he knows.”

      I nod. “You’re right,” I admit, then turn my attention to Rick again, whose face is slowly falling.

      “Wait. That was a joke, right?”

      “No, it wasn’t. She’s right. This whole situation is getting hairy, Rick. So, before you commit to this, just know that there are bad people doing bad things and you could be putting yourself in the crosshairs.”

      He shrugs and gives us a grin. “Sounds cool, actually.”

      “No, it sounds dangerous,” I press.

      “Yeah, like I said, it sounds cool. International assassins? Hell yeah. It’s like John Wick,” he says. “I’m all in. So, what’s the job?”

      A smile curls the corners of my mouth upward and I shake my head. Rick is as eccentric as Fish in his own way. But there’s no denying that he’s a genius at what he does. He’s hands down the best analyst I’ve ever worked with. I don’t count Brody, because I’ve never technically worked with him the way I do with Rick. The thought of what those two could do if they got together and decided to take over the world is terrifying.

      “We’re looking for a mass grave in Paraguay,” I say.

      “Any specific one? From what I hear, there are a lot.”

      “It will be right outside the campus of the Platinum Precision Tech weapons manufacturing plant down there,” I explain. “Supposedly contains around eight hundred bodies. I need some digital proof of that—photos, ideally. I also need you to hack into the plant’s email servers and see if you can find anything interesting.”

      I know Fish is working on getting that proof I need. But I also know that he wants me to drop this altogether and so, I have a feeling he’s going to slow-walk it. He’ll eventually get it to me—he’s a man of his word. But I can see him waiting to deliver it until some of the heat has died down. Besides, it never hurts to get secondary verification. Especially when it’s something this explosive.

      Rick sits back in his seat and whistles low. “You weren’t kidding about this being hairy.”

      “Right. So, there’s still a chance for you to say no,” I tell him. “You don’t have to go in on this with us.”

      Rick shakes his head. “I’m part of this team. One hundred percent,” he says. “You guys have become like family to me, and I’ve always believed that family sticks together no matter how nasty a situation gets. So, count me in. If it’s out there, I’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      “Wow, Rick,” Astra pipes up. “I never knew you had stones like that. I’m impressed. Mad respect, my friend. Sincerely—mad respect.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. Underneath that bushy lumberjack’s beard, I can see his cheeks coloring. He’s obviously not comfortable with being praised—especially by Astra. It’s adorable.

      “Thank you, Rick,” I say. “Oh, and since you’re already putting your life on the line, can you see what you can find on an assassin called the Đavole. That’s one of those Ds with a line through it. I wasn’t able to find a whole lot last night, so I’m hoping with your skillset, you’ll be able to find more.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      I’m grateful to my team. They’re all stepping up in major ways and there is no possible way I could ever thank them enough. My only hope is that I’m not leading them like lambs to the slaughter.
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      I pull into my spot in the underground garage of my building and cut the engine. I grab my bag, get out of my car, and head for the elevators. It’s been a long but productive day down at the CDAU but all I want right now is a glass of wine, a hot shower, and to relax with some music before I go to bed.

      The garage is unusually dim and gloomy and when I look around, I see that some of the overhead lights are out. I make a mental note to contact building maintenance to get those fixed. It’s creepy enough in the garage with light. Without light, the creepiness ratchets up to eleven. I place a hand on my gun, still holstered at my hip. I never keep my gun on me when I’m driving, but after the twenty-four hours I’ve had, I am not taking any chances. As I walk toward the alcove where the elevators are located, the skin on my arms prickles with goosebumps and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end.

      I swallow hard and try to push the sensations away. But they persist. I stop and turn, looking around at the garage behind me, peering into the shadows and gloom for any sign of movement. Looking for anybody lurking in the darkness. I don’t see a soul though.

      “Get a grip, Blake,” I mutter to myself.

      I take another step, and something crunches beneath my boots. I look down and then up, and find that I’m standing directly beneath one of the overhead lights I thought had burned out. It hasn’t. It’s been broken. The realization sends a spike of fear through my heart, and I grab my gun from the holster.

      I feel him behind me a split second before I hear him step on the broken glass. I round on the man in black as he seems to emerge from the darkness like a living shadow. The crackling popping sound of the stun gun in his hand fills my ears and before I can bring my weapon to bear, my entire body locks up. Every muscle inside of me is taut and I feel myself spasming as a white-hot pain fills me.

      I convulse as fifty-thousand volts shoot through my body, but I’m still aware enough to see that the man stunning me is wearing a plastic distortion mask. It not only keeps me from getting a good look at his face, but it will also prevent facial recognition software from getting an ID on him. The man is smart and prepared. Could this be the mythical assassin? If so, why didn’t he just kill me outright? He obviously got the drop on me.

      Another hard jolt of electricity grips my body and then my world goes black.
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        * * *

      

      I awake in darkness. There’s not a pinprick of light to be seen and I feel a wave of panic wash over me. It’s only when I come back to myself and feel fully aware again that I realize it’s perfectly dark because there’s a hood over my head. I try to move my hands and am unsurprised to find they’ve been bound to the arms of a chair and my ankles to the legs. I’m perfectly immobilized, completely vulnerable, and have to fight back the waves of panic that threaten to pull me under.

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to remain calm. To focus. It’s not easy though. Ahead of me, I hear the squeal of hinges that need some oil. A door must be opening. Two sets of footsteps approach; my body tightens in terror. A moment later, the hood is pulled off and I find myself blinking and squinting, my eyes burning with the sudden intrusion of light.

      It takes a minute, but my eyes finally adjust, and I look around. There are unmarked cardboard boxes all around me, stacked three and four high. The walls of the room are painted a nauseating shade of mint green, and there are two rows of cone lights hanging from the ceiling, bathing the room in a harsh fluorescent light.

      Two men stand before me. They’re wearing dark suits with white shirts beneath their jackets and dark ties. The one on my left is easily six-five, with no hair on his head, but he’s got a neatly trimmed beard the color of rust. The man to my right is shorter, maybe five-nine tops. He’s a fireplug of a man though, with broad shoulders and a thick chest. He’s got shaggy brown hair, but no beard. Their faces are stony. Expressionless. I don’t even think they’re looking at me so much as at a point on the wall behind me.

      They both stand in front of me, their feet about a shoulder-width apart, hands clasped in front of them. They’re like robots in power save mode or something, just waiting for the next command to be given.

      “So, you guys come here often?” I quip.

      Not so much as an eye twitch from either of them. They continue looking at that point on the wall behind me. I haven’t seen them blink once. Come to think of it, I’m not even sure they’re breathing. I’m scared about what’s coming next but the one thing I am taking heart in right now is that even though I’m tied to this chair, it’s not what I thought it was. This isn’t the Đavole come to kill me. This is something else. What that something else is, I have no idea, but as long as I’m breathing, there’s a chance I’m getting out of this alive.

      The sound of footsteps draws my attention and I watch as a man steps through the door at the far end of the room. He walks toward me with a sense of purpose in his stride and his eyes fixed on me. He’s older, but still has a vigorous energy about him. The man is close to six feet tall. He’s trim, with pale skin and lines around his eyes and mouth. He’s got a shock of white hair atop his head and a white beard, but no mustache, strangely enough. It’s like he’s the photo negative of Abraham Lincoln.

      He’s dressed impeccably in an expertly cut and tailored blue pinstriped suit. A white shirt sits beneath a dark blue vest, and a metallic red tie with a matching pocket square completes the outfit. That suit probably costs more than some people make in a year. He stops a few feet in front of me.

      It’s his eyes that truly capture my attention. They’re a shade of blue so light, they’re almost silver. They’re eyes that don’t miss anything but see everything. This man doesn’t miss much. Just by the way he’s looking at me, I can tell that he’s shrewd, intelligent, and cunning.

      But there’s also a cold hardness in his eyes that tells me he’s capable of inflicting petty cruelties as much as terrible atrocities. As I look into his eyes, I have no trouble believing this man ordered the murder of eight hundred people. What’s worse is that it would not surprise me to learn that even after ordering the murder of all those people, he didn’t lose a wink of sleep over it. This is a man who sees other people as being beneath him and therefore as expendable.

      Those eyes threaten to unnerve me, but I swallow hard and push the fear away. I don’t have time for it. And besides, showing fear to this man could prove fatal. He strikes me as the sort of man who thrives on the fear of others. A man who savors it.

      “Willem Mangold,” I say.
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      Unknown Location; Seattle, WA

      “So, you know who I am,” he says, his voice rich, cultured, and dripping with a honey-sweet Georgia accent.

      “Yes, I do,” I reply. “And I know you’re intelligent enough to know that abducting a federal agent is a very serious crime.”

      He nods to one of the automatons next to him and he steps forward. I draw in a sharp breath as he pulls a knife out of his pocket and unfolds it. Light glitters off the edge of the blade. I’m transfixed and terrified; my heart skips a beat as he leans toward me. But instead of slicing me open, he cuts through the plastic cuffs around my wrists and ankles.

      That done, he steps back, and I see the other droid has set a chair down that Mangold is perched on, his legs crossed and his eyes boring into mine. I try to rub the circulation back into my wrists as the robot twins drift back, standing near the door unobtrusively, but close enough that they can intervene if I decide to get frisky.

      “There, you see? You’re fine,” Mangold says. “We’re just here for a friendly chit-chat.”

      “Friendly chit-chats don’t usually begin with a taser and a hood.”

      He laughs softly. “I do apologize for that, Agent Wilder. But you have quite the reputation and I wanted to ensure that we had our proper face time together.”

      I let my hand drift down to my holster and am unsurprised to find that my weapon is missing. There’s no way in hell these guys would have missed that. Nor, I’m sure, did they miss my backup piece in my ankle holster.

      “Do not fret, Agent Wilder,” he goes on. “Your weapons will be returned to you in due course. I merely wanted to have a conversation with you, free from all these... distractions of gunfire.”

      I flash him a smirk. “Fine. You said I had a reputation,” I say. “And what reputation is it you think I have?”

      “Well, to hear my sources tell it—and I have sources everywhere—you can be intractable. I hear you sometimes shoot first and ask questions later,” he says. “Agent Blake Wilder has a temper, and when she perceives somebody to be her enemy, movin’ her from that opinion is difficult.”

      “And that’s what this is? You trying to convince me to move from that opinion?” I fire back. “Because I have to say, abducting me isn’t a great opening sales pitch.”

      “Oh? Do you perceive me to be your enemy?”

      I stand up and stretch myself out. I’m not sure how long I was in that chair but I’m stiff and sore. And my back, from where I got kicked, is throbbing. Folding my arms over my chest, I start to pace the small area where our little parlay has been set up. Mangold’s eyes follow me as I walk, but he doesn’t seem threatened by me. Of course, having those two automated slabs of beef behind him probably helps. I’m sure they’re packing.

      I come to a stop behind the chair I was sitting in and lean down, planting my hands on the back of it. I stare at Mangold for a long moment, taking him in. Snatching me out of the garage was a bold, brazen move, and given how things seem to be playing out, it was intended to show me just how much power he has. It was immediate proof that he can get to me anywhere. It’s probably why he sent the man into my apartment—not to kill me, but to rob me of my sense of security. To frighten me into believing he’s omnipotent and that I am not safe from him anywhere. As much as I hate to admit it, his tactic wasn’t entirely ineffective.

      “What is it you want?” I ask finally, trying to put as much steel into my voice as I can.

      “I have been an admirer of yours for a very long time, Agent Wilder. I’ve followed your career closely,” he says. “You have an impressive track record—but more than that, you have a dogged determination I admire. You do not stop, and you do not quit until you obtain the result you want. You are a woman of sheer will and I respect that.”

      “As kind as those words are, they’re also false flattery and empty platitudes,” I respond. “So, I’ll ask again, what is it you want?”

      There’s an amused twinkle in his eye and he smiles. “You and I are not so different, you know,” he says. “We are both resolute. We are strong-willed, and we will not be deterred from getting that which we are after.”

      “Oh, we’re very different, Mr. Mangold,” I say. “I don’t murder people.”

      He looks at me with an expression of distaste on his face. “Nor do I.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You merely order other people to do it for you,” I snap. “Don’t like to get your hands dirty? Is that it?”

      “Careful, young lady,” he warns. “My patience is not an infinite thing.”

      “Neither is mine,” I shoot back. “So, get to your point so I can tell you to go to hell and we can both go on our merry ways.”

      There’s a tense moment of silence between us and then Mangold lets out a hearty bark of laughter. He claps a hand against his chest and his eyes dance with mirth. He slaps his knee and his face turns scarlet. Tears of mirth spill from the corners of his eyes, and as his laughter fades, he’s left with a look of sheer amusement on his face.

      “Oh, I do like you, Agent Wilder. You have such spirit. Such spunk.”

      “I understand you were pivotal in getting our three newest Supreme Court Justices both nominated and confirmed,” I say.

      He inclines his head. “My work with the Prosperity Policy Alliance is influential, yes,” he says. “I’m honored to be in such a position to advise our leaders on the future of this great nation.”

      I roll my eyes. What a crock of crap. He knows that I know exactly what he did behind the scenes to get those Justices on the bench, but admitting it out loud? Too much for him.

      “Imagine. To no longer have to sit idly by and wait for things to happen, but to concentrate on a point, to extend to the world and dominate it,” he says. “That quote’s about Napoleon. Much has changed since his day. But some truths are eternal. There are those who can rise up—those who can shape events with their willpower alone. And those men deserve to direct the spoils of the earth.”

      “Sure,” I say sarcastically. “But you still haven’t answered my most basic question—what do you want?”

      “Like a dog with a bone you are,” he tsks. “Fine. Put simply, I want you, Blake. I want you to work for me.”

      “I have a job, but thanks.”

      “I’m offerin’ you a seat at the table,” he says. “You shouldn’t turn it down so rashly.”

      I begin to pace back and forth again, doing my best to keep my temper under control. Blowing up right now would do nothing for me. That man has answers to questions I’ve had my entire life and I need them.

      “So, you’re asking me to join the Thirteen?” I ask.

      He cocks his head. “I’m not sure what you mean by that. I’m merely askin’ you to join my security staff,” he replies smoothly. “To head it up, actually. I can offer you seven figures to start, Blake. Do you imagine you’ll ever see seven figures at the Bureau?”

      “The Thirteen. A group of very wealthy and powerful individuals who are helping shape policy in this country—and legalizing it with a brand-new Supreme Court—all in pursuit of the almighty dollar,” I say. “Hundreds of billions of dollars, to be specific.”

      Mangold chuckles to himself. “You believe you have it all figured out, don’t you? Is that what you’ve been up to all this time?”

      I shake my head. “No, not at all. I have some of it figured out, but by no means all of it,” I reply. “And as for you, I’m quite sure I could spend a lifetime studying you and never figure you out completely.”

      He gives me a wolfish smile. “Nor I you,” he says. “You are a complicated woman, Agent Wilder. Complicated indeed.”

      “Why did you have my parents killed?” I ask simply. “Were they getting too close to the truth about you? About the Thirteen?”

      “Well see, now that is interestin’. The truth is such a relative term,” he says. “Which truth are you speaking of?”

      “There’s only one truth that I’m aware of,” I say.

      “That would depend on a great number of things. Includin’ who’s telling it.”

      “Why did you have my parents killed?”

      “I never knew your parents, Agent Wilder.”

      He’s slippery. He’s never outright denied that he killed my parents—though he’d insist that he never confirmed it either. It’s one of those shades of the truth he’s talking about.

      “You act as if the Thirteen is some criminal enterprise,” he offers.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Not at all. Criminal enterprises are for thugs like your friend Huan Zhao—or would you prefer I call him Fish?”

      A cold chill sweeps through me—which is the effect he was going for with that remark. He wants me to know he knows the people who are important to me. The people in my life he will hurt if he doesn’t get his way.

      “Your fundamental misunderstandin’ is that the Thirteen is some nefarious organization. The Illuminati or some such? Honestly, it’s just a social club. A specialized lobbying group, really,” he says. “Just one of ten thousand similar groups in DC—some of which I advise, some of which I oppose. This great game of chess has more players than I could count.”

      “There’s that subjective truth you were talking about,” I reply.

      He chuckles softly to himself. “Touché.”

      “Why did you have my parents killed?”

      “As I said previously, I never met your parents, Agent Wilder.”

      “Why did you abduct my sister and not kill her outright?” I double down. “That’s the one thing that doesn’t make sense to me. Why kidnap a nine-year-old girl? That was risky behavior.”

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talkin’ about.”

      “What did you do with her all these years?” I ask. “I’m positive you weren’t trafficking her. So, what did you do with her?”

      It’s a shot in the dark and one I’m hoping would elicit some reaction from him—a reaction that would tell me the truth of things. But he gives me nothing. I’m left without the answers to my most pressing questions and once more, that feeling of self-doubt rising up within me. Am I barking up the wrong tree here? As far as Mangold goes, anyway? Could it have been somebody else who ordered their murder?

      “Agent Wilder, your opposition to the Thirteen seems to stem from some sort of misunderstandin’ of what we do. We believe prosperity is the highest good to society,” he says. “Some say that we shouldn’t have such wealth, or that we are corrupt—but frankly, those people are missing the forest for the trees. We provide jobs. Stability. We provide—”

      “Is that what you were providing down in Bocaselva?” I interrupt.

      His eye twitches but his face otherwise remains perfectly cool and calm. He looks like I might have simply asked him about the weather. But in those eyes, I can see the heat. The anger. And also, a hint of concern that I know about what he did. I can see he wants to know how much I know about Bocaselva or if I’m just fishing.

      It wasn’t the most prudent thing to say, I know that. Letting on that I know about his mass grave might earn me a bullet to the head. But I had to ask simply because I needed to see his raw reaction to the question. And after seeing it, I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that it’s true. There is a mass grave just outside his factory campus. And the fact that I got a reaction to that question but not even the slightest wobble about my parents reinforces that self-doubt once more. It’s yet another thing in a seemingly endless string of things I’ve been wrong about.

      “Yes, in fact, my factory provided a great deal of assistance for the people down in Bocaselva,” he says smoothly. “That region has never been more prosperous than it is now. The people there are actually making money rather than living in the dirt like they were before the arrival of my factory.”

      He’s got a slick, polished answer for everything. It would be admirable if it weren’t so annoying. I clear my throat and stare at him for a long moment as I gather myself, pushing away my uncertainty and doubts, and regain my focus on what’s right here in front of me.

      “So, what else do you want?” I ask. “Surely, if you were only interested in offering me a job, you could have called. You wouldn’t have needed to go all these theatrics.”

      “Quite right,” he acknowledges. “I also felt it necessary to look you in the eye and tell you, face to face, to be very careful with your lines of inquiry. I think you’ve now gotten a glimpse of what I am capable of. You have a bright future, Agent Wilder. I would hate to see it cut short because you simply didn’t know when to back off.”

      “Are you threatening me, Mr. Mangold?”

      “Of course not. Just offerin’ a little friendly advice is all. And I want to give you a few days to think about my job offer. I don’t want you to make a hasty decision under these—stressful—circumstances. So, think about it and I’ll be in touch,” he says, then turns to the droids. “Richard, please be good enough to drive Agent Wilder home.”

      Mangold disappears through the door again as the automatons step forward and silently hold out the hood once more.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groan.

      They aren’t, and only after I put it back on do they lead me back to the car to take me home.
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      I walk into the apartment and close the door behind me and lock it, then set the alarm—a task made more difficult by how badly my hands are shaking. I finally manage it, then drop my keys into the dish and my bag beside the table and make a beeline for the kitchen, where I pour myself a glass of wine and drink it down—then pour another.

      I’m on my third glass of wine when the shakes finally stop, and my heart slows to a reasonable rate. At least, it doesn’t feel like it’s about to explode in my chest anymore. Movement from the corner of my eye draws my attention and I set the wine glass down. Then I wheel around, pulling my weapon in one fluid motion.

      Kit stops short and throws her hands up in the air. I quickly lower my weapon and slide it back into the holster.

      “Jesus, Kit,” I gasp, trying to catch my breath. “You scared me to death.”

      “I’m the one with the gun in my face and you’re the one who’s scared,” she says. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “You said I could stay here.”

      I give her a look. “You’re normally out doing—whatever the hell it is you do at night—by this time.”

      “I took the night off,” she replies.

      I unclip my holster and set it down on the counter, then scrub my face with my hands. The fact that I nearly shot my sister in the face is only adding to the raging case of nerves gripping me already. Kit steps forward and takes my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. I look up and see the concern and compassion on her face.

      “Are you all right?” she asks. “What happened?”

      I don’t answer. I reach for the bottle of wine again. With a hand shaking so bad I slop it all over the counter, I finally manage to pour myself another glass and head out to the living room. I drop onto the sofa and take a long swallow before I sit back and nestle into the plush cushions. Kit sits down next to me and takes my free hand, staring at me with that look of worry on her face.

      “What happened to you tonight, Blake?”

      I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, counting to ten to calm myself. Afterward, I feel sufficiently serene to hold a conversation.

      “I was abducted just now.”

      “What?”

      I give a slight nod, my eyes locked on the door in front of me. “They pulled me out of the parking garage, Kit. Stun gun. Put a hood over my head and took me to some safehouse.”

      “Who did this to you?’

      I cut a look over to her to see what her face will look like when I say his name.

      “Willem Mangold.”

      If Kit recognizes the name, she doesn’t show it. “Isn’t he some businessman?”

      I nod. “You could say that. He’s more of a mass murderer in my book. I’m working on finding evidence that he is responsible for the slaughter of eight hundred innocent people in a village in Paraguay.”

      “Jesus,” she mutters. The troubled look crossing her face is real, at least. I feel confident in saying that.

      “I know. But it’s bigger than that. Mangold has some of his fingers in some of the highest centers of power in the world. He has enormous influence not just on American politics, but on world events. And somehow, he keeps to the shadows while doing it. I believe he is the leader of a secret group called the Thirteen, who orchestrates events behind the scenes to enrich themselves and entrench their power.”

      I slide my eyes over to her again, watching her every facial tic. Once again, if Kit recognizes the name ‘the Thirteen’, she doesn’t show it. Either she’s really not an operative of theirs—or she is a better actor than I could have ever thought.

      “Oh my God, Blake.”

      “This man could snap his fingers and have me dead in an instant, and he wanted to prove that to me.”

      I explain to her the sequence of what happened. How Mangold snickered and sneered at me as I was helpless to his whims. How he was so brazen to just openly admit to his corruption. How he tried to silence me by dangling money in my face.

      “And he just let you go?”

      “It was just a power play,” I tell her. “He wants me to feel off-balance and unsafe. This is how he’s asserting his power over me. He wants me to be afraid of him. And I hate that it worked. So much.”

      “You have nothing to fear from him, Blake. He’s an old man,” she snaps. “He’s nothing. That’s why he keeps an army of bodyguards around him—he’s nothing without them.”

      “But he’s got them, and they aren’t going anywhere anytime soon, so there’s that.”

      She shakes her head. “Maybe we need to get you a bodyguard or two.”

      “Pass. But thanks.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…” I don’t know how to say it. I haven’t wanted to admit this part out loud, even to myself, “—and yet again, I need to look over at Kit’s face to see what she knows.

      “I have reason to believe that Mangold has hired an assassin called the Đavole to come after me.”

      There it is. A slight twinge of the eyes. It’s almost imperceptible, but finally, I see something break through Kit’s exterior, even if only for a split second. Recognition, perhaps? Or fear? Either way, I continue on as if I hadn’t noticed.

      “He’s the world’s deadliest mercenary. Nobody knows who he is, how he operates—or even if he is a he. All I know is he might be the deadliest person on Earth and he is on Mangold’s payroll.”

      I explain to her what Fish told me about the assassin’s exploits and what I was able to dig up online. Throughout, I watch her closely, looking for something, anything that tells me she knows who I’m talking about—or that she’s the assassin herself. My sister gives nothing away though. She simply wears that mask of cool indifference, making it impossible to get a read on her. She very well could be this assassin and I wouldn’t know.

      “How do you even know this guy is real?” she asks. “Isn’t it all just internet rumor and legend?”

      “Some of it is undoubtedly fake. But some of it is real too. I’ve seen news accounts corroborating some of the internet chatter. I’m positive this guy is real, Kit,” I tell her. “It’s one reason I don’t like you wandering the city at night. Mangold knew about Fish, which means he’s going to know about you. And he is definitely the sort of man who would hurt the ones I love just to prove a point to me.”

      “My God, what is even happening around here?”

      “Bad things,” I say and drain another glass of wine. “Welcome to my life.”

      “So? What are we going to do?”

      “We? Nothing,” I say. “I am going to get another glass of wine.”

      “I think you’ve had enough, Blake. We need to talk about this,” she insists.

      “What is there to talk about?” I respond. “We are surrounded by enemies, we might have the most lethal assassin in the world looking for us, and I’m all out of wine.”

      “I think you’ll survive without the wine,” she says.

      I laugh softly. “This is definitely not what I had in mind when I used to picture being reunited with you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that—we both have so many secrets we’re keeping from one another,” I explain. “I used to daydream about you coming back and think about how we’d stay up all night telling each other stories about our lives, getting reacquainted with each other, and opening ourselves up. I thought about really reconnecting and being open with you. And you with me. Instead, we’ve got more secrets than anything. It makes me sad, Kit.”

      She sits back but doesn’t let go of my hand. We sit side by side in silence for a long few minutes, the only sound the ticking of the clock nearby.

      “After I was taken, they placed me with a family in France,” Kit starts.

      “What?” I ask, sitting up.

      “I was given plenty of freedom over there, but it was clear I was still a prisoner,” she says. “There was always somebody watching me. Always. The people I was placed with, Patric and Celine Laurent, acted as foster parents. They raised me. Sent me to the best schools, exposed me to different cultures and languages. They acted like I was their daughter. And I’m pretty sure I wasn’t their first.”

      “My God, Kit.”

      “They tried to make me forget who I am. Tried to make me forget you and mom and dad,” she continues, her voice flat and unemotional. “And I played the game. Pretended to be all in on this new life. But deep down, I never forgot. I refused to give up who I was and always plotted and planned my escape. I promised myself that when the time was right, I would run and find my way back to you.”

      I grip her hand a little tighter, trying to comprehend what she’s telling me. The idea that she was forced to live this new life—it’s monstrous. But to what end? What was the point of it all?

      “You want to hear the sickest part of it all?” she asks.

      “Tell me.”

      “They were actually nice people. They had good hearts. They were kind to me,” she says. “As much as I hated and resented being there, I can’t lie and say there weren’t good times too. Those came later, when I was a little older, but I enjoyed some of my time with them. I enjoyed the culture and the learning. How sick is that?”

      I shake my head. “It’s not sick. It’s normal. When we’re dealing with trauma like that all day, every day, our minds will automatically seek out the good just so we have some happy memories to cling to,” I tell her. “We aren’t meant to live in misery twenty-four seven. We have to find some ray of light in our situation, whatever it may be. If we don’t, we’ll slip into despair and lose that essence of ourselves. If you hadn’t found things you enjoyed, you would have forgotten who you were and you never would have made your way back here.”

      She looks at me—for the first time, it feels like she really looks at me. The real Kit is there smiling at me. I pull her into a hug and we stay there for several minutes, each of us relieved that the walls of secrets we have both built are slowly coming down.

      We’re not out of the woods yet, and each of us knows that. But at least we have each other.

      “What was the point of it all though? Were you just given to them like an adoption? Could they not have their own kids?” I ask.

      “I—I don’t want to tell you anymore,” she says. “Not right now.”

      She gives me a tight smile and I watch as her eyes tear up. Kit’s cheeks grow red, and she sniffs back her tears. It’s the most emotional I’ve seen her get since she’s been back, and even though I want to know more about her life overseas, I know better than to push. It’ll only make her retreat deeper into her shell and I may not ever get her out again.

      “Thank you for sharing that with me,” I say. “That means a lot.”

      “Believe me, I want to tell you everything, Blake. And I will,” she tells me. “But when the time is right. There’s just too much going on right now and—”

      “It’s all right,” I say, squeezing her hand. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready. I don’t want to pry or force you to share something that personal and traumatic. I want you to tell me when you’re ready.”

      She gives me a tight smile. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” I reply.

      We sit back on the couch together, our hands still locked together. It’s almost as if we fear if we don’t, we’ll blow away. That we’ll lose each other again. Neither of us can bear the thought. I’m confident that won’t be the case. Whatever roadblocks still lay in front of us we’ll be able to go around—or through—together. Even with all the circumstances and danger surrounding us, I am still amazed and joyful about having my sister back. I’m not ever going to let go of her. Not if I can help it. I only wish our parents were still here along with us.

      “Do you know what I hate the most?” she asks.

      “What’s that?”

      “That I never got to say goodbye,” she tells me. “I have never been to their graves. I never got to say my piece and pay my respects to our parents.”

      I nod, totally understanding. I haven’t been back to their graves in—well—a long time. It’s still too difficult, even after all these years. I always justify it with work—I’m too busy. I have this big case. I’ll go once we track this guy down. But the truth of the matter is that I’ve avoided their graves simply because it still hurts too much. It’s another one of those things Dr. Reinhart hasn’t been able to break me out of. Or rather, it’s another one of those things I haven’t been able to break myself out of. Dr. Reinhart’s given me the tools I need. I just haven’t had the courage or strength to use them yet.

      But maybe having Kit by my side will make it easier. Maybe Kit will help me make that breakthrough. And she can finally pay her respects as well. It would be a win-win for both of us. I turn my head and look at her, a soft smile on my lips.

      “Then we’ll go,” I say. “As soon as we can, we’ll fly back and visit our folks. I’m sure they would love to see us together.”

      “I think so too,” she says. “Let’s do that. Please?”

      “It’s a deal. As soon as we’re clear of this mess we’re in, we’re on the first flight to Maryland. I promise.”

      My stomach churns at the thought of going back. It’s unfortunately not going to be as easy as I make it sound. There’s still a lot of baggage there for me. But Kit needs this as much as I do, so I’m just going to have to find a way to get over myself and push through the pain.

      “What are you going to do about Mangold?” she asks suddenly.

      “Not sure yet,” I say. “But if I can get actual proof of the atrocities he committed down in South America, I might just be able to use that cut his legs out from under him.”

      “And the Senate committee?”

      I blow out a long breath. “Not sure yet about that either. I figure that I have a few days to play with,” I say. “Senator Graham is Mangold’s lapdog, and as long as they think I’m giving Mangold’s job offer some though, they’ll leave me be.”

      “That won’t last long,” she points out. “You’re going to have to come up with something quick.”

      “Trust me, I know.”

      “Torres?”

      “For now, ignore him. There’s nothing else I can do but play defense. If he brings an indictment, I’ll get after him then,” I respond. “I’ve got too much to worry about right now without worrying about what evidence he’s making up to screw me with. If it comes to it, we’ll attack the evidence. If we get lucky, we’ll catch him in a big lie and turn the tables on him.”

      “And this House representative—what’s her name again?”

      “Hedlund,” I say. “Kathryn Hedlund.”

      “Yeah, her. What are you going to do about her?” she asks. “And as an aside, I hate that she has my name. Really hate it.”

      “At least it’s spelled differently,” I point out with a laugh. “As far her, we’re working on that. And if what I’m planning pans out, I think we may just be able to blindside both her and Graham and knock them both down a few pegs.”

      Kit laughs softly. “A billionaire tyrant, a Deputy Chief of Police, a Senator, a Representative, a deadly assassin, and a shadowy evil organization,” she notes. “When my sister lines up her enemies, she goes big. You really know how to stick yourself in a pickle.”

      “Fish said something similar,” I comment with a laugh. “I guess you guys are right. But I didn’t pick all these fights. They picked me.”

      “I think I’d like to meet Fish. I’m just amused that my sister, the big, bad G-woman, is good friends with a crime boss,” she says. “You ever think about walking away?”

      “From the job? Never,” I reply. “My team and I are doing some real good. We’re making a difference. We’ve taken a lot of really bad people off the streets while we’ve been operating. And Fish is a good guy. I’ll make sure you meet him.”

      “And yet they want to knock you down and blow up your team anyway.”

      “We’re collateral damage,” I tell her. “And it’s one reason why I absolutely despise politics. They make something that should be simple—locking up bad guys—way more complicated than it needs to be.”

      “Do you think if everything went sideways, you could handle a life without your badge?” Kit asks. “Could you deal with being a regular civilian?”

      It’s a question I’ve had to ask myself more than once. The truth is, I just don’t know. I am this job. One hundred percent. And I don’t know who I am without it.

      “I’d rather not have to find out,” is all I can think to tell her. “I honestly don’t know who or what I’d be without my job.”

      It’s kind of a scary thought, but it’s the truth of things. Life without my badge, without my team? I don’t know that it’s a life I’d want.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Okay, so I’ve been tracking her online purchases. Nurse Crane is one wily woman,” Mo reports. “She’s got a couple of shell companies she routes her orders and payments through, if you can believe it.”

      “Of course I believe it. We’ve seen people do some outlandish things,” I say. “This doesn’t even make the top one hundred.”

      “Well, her shell corporation has purchased large amounts of phenobarbital and primidone over the last year,” Mo tells me.

      “That’s excellent,” I reply. “Can we definitively tie her to the shell corporation?”

      “I’m working on that,” she says. “I’ve already spoken to a judge, and we need that tie-in before she’ll grant us a warrant to search Crane’s physical premises.”

      “That’s good work, Mo. Really excellent work,” I say. “Now, how are you going to tie her to the shell company?”

      “I’m trying to get the papers of incorporation. But it’s a tax haven down in the Cayman Islands,” Mo admits, sounding slightly defeated. “Lots of red tape and even then, I don’t know that they’ll hand them over.”

      I pace the front of the bullpen, my arms crossed over my chest. I glance at Astra’s workstation then at my watch. She’s usually the first one in, but half the day is gone and she’s still not here. I checked my phone earlier but had no message or text from her either. It’s totally unlike her and I’m starting to get worried about her.

      “We’ll figure that out. Their government has worked with the Bureau before. I’m sure they’ll give us what we need—eventually,” I say. “Hey, have either of you heard from Astra?”

      Rick and Mo both shake their heads. I frown and look at my phone again. Still nothing. They’re looking at me with concern written on their faces.

      “She probably just had an appointment she forgot to tell me about,” I say, trying to sound reassuring. “It wouldn’t be the first time she did that.”

      It would actually be the first time. Astra is more conscientious about her job than I am. She is always punctual, and if she is going to be late, or has an appointment, she never fails to send me a message of some sort to let me know what’s going on. Astra is of the “you can never have too much information” school of thought. It’s something I appreciate about her since it keeps me from wondering and worrying.

      But standing here now, with no idea where she is and having had no communication with her, I’m firmly in the wondering and worrying camp. I’ve already called twice with no response. With everything happening and Mangold and his pet assassin lurking around out there, my mind is already going worst-case scenario. I’m terrified I’m going to get a call that they’ve found her body somewhere as a message to me.

      I give myself a shake and clear my throat. “Okay, Mo, liaise with somebody in White Collar—specifically the tax havens desk and see if they can get the ball rolling on getting those papers of incorporation.”

      “Oh goody, I get to go back to my old stomping grounds and show off,” she says, drawing a laugh from me. “Got it. I know exactly who to talk to.”

      “Excellent,” I nod. “And Rick, how are we looking on that special project?”

      “Which one, boss? I’ve got a few,” he says.

      “The priority is the photos from Bocasilva,” I say.

      “Working on it. I think I may have a line on them,” he replies. “They were posted online at one point, but the site was scrubbed shortly thereafter.”

      “Mangold,” I frown.

      “Probably,” he says. “In addition to his baseball bat-wielding goons, he’s also got an army of online sleuths who spend all day, every day, searching for anything negative about him or his companies. And when they find it, they hack in and kill the site, scrubbing everything along with it. But the internet is forever. It’s just a matter of being able to follow the digital breadcrumbs, which I am currently chomping up like Pac-Man.”

      “Good. Keep at it,” I say. “What about the other thing I had you look into?”

      He smiles. “Nothing is ever gone forever,” he tells me. “I haven’t dug it up yet because I’ve been working on these other things. But I’ll get it for you ASAP, boss.”

      “Thanks, Rick. You’re the best.”

      “Darn right I am.”

      I chuckle to myself as I head into my office, leaving them with their tasks. I grab my personal cell and call Astra again, but it goes directly to voicemail.

      “Hey, it’s me. Again,” I say after the beep. “Haven’t heard from you and I’m starting to freak out a little bit. Call me and let me know you’re all right.”

      I disconnect the call and follow up with a text that says pretty much the same thing. I lean against my desk, tapping my phone against the palm of my hand, trying to figure out what to do. I keep glancing at my phone, expecting it to either ring or for a text to come through. But nothing does. After five minutes, the knots in my belly pull tight, and after ten, my heart is thundering inside of me. Something’s wrong. Very, very wrong.

      I grab my keys and my bag, my decision made. I step out of my office and head for the doors, calling to Mo and Rick over my shoulder.

      “Hey, I’m going to go see if I can track Astra down,” I announce. “Hold down the fort.”

      “You got it, boss,” Rick calls.

      “We’ll call you if she turns up here,” Mo adds.

      I take the elevator up and make my way through the labyrinth of corridors, heading for the main exit, my mind filled with all manner of horrible thoughts. I’m terrified that to make his point, Mangold’s done something to Astra. I’m scared he turned the Đavole loose on her. And if he did that, I don’t even know what I’d do with myself. Astra is my best friend. She’s my sister every bit as much as Kit is, as far as I’m concerned. If something happened to her because of something I did, it would absolutely kill me.

      “Blake. Hey, stop.”

      I turn and see Rosie standing in her doorway beckoning me. I growl under my breath. I really don’t have time for this right now. I don’t know how long Astra’s been missing but in a situation like this, every last second counts. But I know I can’t blow off my boss, so I trudge over to the doorway. She leads me past her secretary and into her office and sits down, gesturing to the chair in front of her desk.

      “Rosie, this isn’t a good time—”

      “I’ll be brief,” she cuts me off. “I got a call from the Director this morning. He’s concerned about your investigation into Willem Mangold.”

      I roll my eyes. “Let me guess, Mangold and the Director are what, frat brothers?”

      “Something like that. They’re golf buddies these days. Thick as thieves, those two,” Rosie says. “I didn’t know what to tell him because I wasn’t in the loop on this investigation. Care to fill me in?”

      I want to slap myself stupid for the oversight. I should have known Mangold would count the Director as one of his close, personal friends. He seems to collect powerful people like Pokémon cards.

      “I’m sorry, Rosie. I meant to loop you in, and it just slipped my mind. A lot’s been popping off recently,” I tell her.

      It’s not a total lie. A lot has been popping off lately. I just never meant to tell her about my investigation into Mangold until I had incontrovertible proof that he was the head of the Thirteen and responsible for a laundry list of crimes.

      “Uh-huh,” she replies. “Why is there no paper on this investigation then if you meant to loop me in on it?”

      I bite my bottom lip and frown. I know “I forgot” is not an excuse that’s going to work here. When you open an investigation, you are supposed to generate a paper trail. It’s Investigation Procedure 101. The only reason you don’t paper an investigation is that you’re hiding it. Which, I have a perfectly valid reason to do.

      “Okay, listen. I don’t have time to give you the minutiae right now, Rosie. Astra’s missing.”

      “What do you mean missing?”

      “I mean, she’s totally off the grid. Nobody’s seen or heard from her,” I tell her, trying to avoid panicking. “The last time anybody saw her was when we left last night. I’ve tried calling and texting but got nothing. I was just on my way to her place.”

      Rosie looks at me, a disapproving frown on her face. “Does this have anything to do with the case you meant to loop me in on?”

      “It might. I don’t know yet,” I admit, even though I know the answer to that question is a resounding yes.

      “Give me the highlights,” she says. “The Director is expecting a call back with an explanation for this mess you’re making.”

      I sigh but launch into an extremely abridged version of the case. I make sure to include the bit about the mass grave and that we’re in the process of obtaining proof of it. I tell her I believe he’s the head of the Thirteen and that he abducted me from my own garage. I give her all the details that cast him in the worst light, hoping she’ll be so shocked by it she forgets to read me the riot act for not looping her in—and for not papering this investigation.

      “I went off-book with it precisely because of the reach Mangold has, Rosie,” I explain. “If he’s got the Director in his hip pocket, they would have quashed this investigation before it ever began. And we’ve uncovered some evil, evil stuff. Mangold is a murderer at the very least.”

      She sits back in her seat and looks as surprised as I hoped she would. The expression quickly fades though, and she sits forward again. I can see her thinking through all the possible scenarios and excuses she can give to the Director when he calls back. The fact that she hasn’t lit into me is good news. It means my butt chewing is likely going to be minor. If I’d pissed Rosie off, she would have let me know by now, in the tone of her voice alone.

      “And you’re sure you can get the evidence proving all of this?” she asks. “I mean, you’re in tinfoil hat territory, Blake. I’d be lying if I said I was totally comfortable with it all. As it is, I’m going to tear you a new one as soon as we have a minute for going off-book and not telling me in the first place.”

      “Yes ma’am, we will have the evidence to bring Willem Mangold down,” I tell her. “I am not uncertain of this.”

      “Knock it off with the ‘ma’am’ crap. You’re still in big, fat trouble, young lady,” Rosie counters with frustration in her voice—but a light of determination in her eyes. “But if what you’re saying is true, this is—huge. If you can prove this, it will rock this country to its very core.”

      “Trust me, Rosie. I’m going to prove this,” I say. “I am going to prove that Willem Mangold not only murdered eight hundred people, but he and the Thirteen conspired to murder three Supreme Court Justices simply to get rulings more favorable to their bottom lines. They’ve earned hundreds of billions of dollars to date because of their scheme. The net worth of the one percent of the one percent has skyrocketed since Justices Witkowski, Havers, and Pearce were seated, and we’ll be able to prove the ties between them and the Thirteen.”

      She runs a hand over her face and shakes her head. “Jesus, Blake. This is one of those once-in-a-lifetime cases. It will change literally everything.”

      “Maybe for a while. But eventually, the pendulum will swing back around. It always does.”

      “You’re not wrong about that. But it may take a while this time,” she says. “But from this point on, you keep me looped in, Blake. You don’t make a move without telling me simply because if I’m going to lie for you, I need to know what you’re doing.”

      I nod. “Understood. And thank you.”

      “Also, watch your back out there. I mean it. Keep your head on a swivel,” she says. “I’ve heard of this assassin before, and though I don’t know much, I know he’s lethal. Do not let him get the drop on you.”

      “I hope not, Rosie. But I’m scared he already has Astra.”

      “All the more reason to take backup.”

      I shake my head. “If he has her and sees me coming with a SWAT team, he’ll kill her.”

      She sighs, knowing I’m right. “Yeah. Go. Go find her and bring her back safe,” she says. “I’ll have them on standby anyway. If it gets hairy, promise me you’ll get out of there.”

      “Rosie…”

      “Promise me, Blake. If you can’t get her out of there, you need to save yourself. I can’t lose two of my best agents. Not when the case is this big.”

      Rosie’s face is dark. She doesn’t want to believe she’s giving this order any more than I want to. On a certain level, she’s right. If I go in there and get killed trying to get Astra out, that means all our work has been for nothing. If the Thirteen can get to Astra, they can get to Mo and Rick. If they have the FBI Director, they can squash Rosie. If I don’t make it out of there with or without Astra, they could bury this whole thing as easily as they covered up evidence of the slaughter in Paraguay.

      But if I cut and run, would I ever be able to live with myself again? Would I ever be able to square with the fact that I left my best friend to die to save my own skin? And for that matter, would it even be worth it? Even if I do escape, couldn’t they just send the Đavole after me and kill me anyway?

      “Promise me, SSA Wilder. That’s an order,” Rosie says.

      For the first time in my career, I do the unthinkable. I give her a tight nod—and I lie to her.

      “I promise.”

      With that, I head out, my heart slamming into my chest from the inside and my stomach churning wildly. If the Đavole has Astra and is waiting for me, keeping my head on a swivel might not be enough.
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      Russo Residence; 1532 Highcourt Way, Bellevue, WA

      I pull to a sudden stop in Astra’s driveway and quickly check my phone. Still no call. Still no text. I jump out and run to the door of the house she shares with her boyfriend, Benjamin Harper. The house is in the posh Wilburton neighborhood of Bellevue and sits on a street that just reeks of money. The houses are all gorgeous, everything is well-kempt, and every driveway’s got a luxury car parked in it.

      Benjamin is an architect, and he built this house long ago. It’s an homage to Frank Lloyd Wright’s “Falling Water.” Though to me, it looks more like a replica than an homage. The place is gorgeous, constructed with a lot of stone, wood, and glass. It even has a small river that runs beneath the center of the house—a section of it glassed-in of course, so you can see it—and ends with a waterfall just off the back deck. There are some minor differences—flourishes that Benjamin added on himself—but it is for all intents and purposes a smaller version of “Falling Water.”

      I pass under the portico that sits atop a series of stone pillars that line the walkway to the front door, then bang on it as hard as I can.

      “Astra? Benjamin?” I call out then press the doorbell button.

      A moment later, Benjamin opens the door. He looks absolutely frazzled and out of his mind with worry. His eyes are rimmed red, and he’s disheveled—something he never is. Benjamin is very conscious about his appearance. He’s a tall man with close-cropped dark hair that’s got a smattering of gray, deep ebony skin, and dark eyes that are always sparkling with mischief. He’s always got a smile on his lips and is incredibly quick to laugh.

      He’s a good-natured man with an amazing heart. I’ve always thought Astra found herself a good one. He’s one of the only men she’s dated who can not only keep up with her, but exceed her from time to time. They’re really good together and it’s easy to see how deeply in love they are. I’ve always been so happy for them.

      He steps aside and lets me into the house. But we stand in the foyer rather than move deeper. It’s as if we both know I’m going to need to move fast so there’s no need to get comfortable.

      “Blake,” he gasps. “Have you heard from her?”

      I shake my head. “When was the last time you saw or spoke to her?”

      “I got home late last night, and she wasn’t here,” he says. “I thought she was with you working a case or something, so I wasn’t too worried. But when she still hadn’t come home this morning and hadn’t sent me a text or anything, I knew something was wrong.”

      “Why didn’t you call me earlier, Benjamin?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m just so out of my mind with worry that I just didn’t think about it.”

      “I understand,” I tell him. “Did you call the police?”

      “Yeah, they said they can’t do anything until she’s been missing at least a day,” he says, his voice choked with emotion. “Wouldn’t even take my report.”

      “Figures.”

      It’s actually a common misconception that you have to wait twenty-four hours before reporting someone missing. You can call the police immediately if you suspect someone has gone missing. But it doesn’t surprise me that the SPD went out of their way to ignore it just so they wouldn’t have to do any real work.

      I look around, trying to cut through the emotion and think like an investigator. It’s tough to do when I’m an absolute wreck inside, but I know that Astra would be able to hold herself together if the situation were reversed. I need to keep it together for her.

      “All right. Did you notice any sign of a disturbance when you got home last night?” I ask. “Any signs of a struggle?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t notice anything unusual or out of place. It’s like she just vanished into thin air.”

      “Have you tracked her car or her phone?”

      He nods. “I tried. But it’s like they’ve been disconnected. I’m not getting anything.”

      Fresh tears roll down his face and I pull him into a tight embrace. He melts against me and sobs like a child. I’m doing my best to hold it together myself, but I know he needs me to be strong for him right now. After a couple of moments, he steps back, a sheepish expression on his face. He clears his throat and gives me a nod.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Nothing for you to be sorry about,” I tell him.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I’m going to find her, Benjamin. Everything is going to be all right. I just need you to keep it together and stay strong for her. Can you do that?”

      He wipes his eyes again and nods. “Absolutely.”

      “Good. I know what I’m about to say is going to be hard, but I need you to just wait. Keep your phone on you,” I say. “I’m going to go looking for her, but I want you here just in case she comes back or calls. If she does, call me. Can you do that for me, Benjamin?”

      “Yeah. Of course,” he says. “I’ll call you right away if she turns up here.”

      “Great. I’ll stay in touch with you then,” I tell him.

      “Thank you, Blake. Thank you.”

      “Everything’s going to be all right, Benjamin.”

      I leave him standing in his kitchen and head back out to my car and jump in. I sit behind the wheel for a long moment, trying to control my emotions, but a single tear spills from the corner of my eye and races down my cheek.

      “Get yourself under control,” I admonish myself. “Now, think. Think.”

      I look at my phone and frown, trying to get my thoughts under control. Trying to figure out how I can find her if the tracking on her phone and car have both been disabled. And that’s when an idea hits me. I dial Rick’s number and wait impatiently for him to answer.

      “Hey boss, I—”

      “Rick, I need you to ping Astra’s Bureau phone,” I interrupt. “I need to know where that phone is right now.”

      “On it.” I hear a rapid fluttering of keys on the other end of the line.

      Astra doesn’t like using her Bureau phone. She usually leaves it buried at the bottom of her bag. It usually takes her five minutes to ever find it because it’s buried under so much stuff. So I’m hoping that when she was grabbed, they took her personal phone from her and didn’t think to check for a secondary phone. It’s about the only ray of hope I have right now.

      “Okay, I got it. The phone is still active, but it looks like it’s been in the same place for hours,” he says, his voice tinged with fear.

      “Text me the address.”

      “Already did.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I pull to a stop beside Astra’s black Lexus SUV. I jump out of my car and run around to the driver’s side, yanking the door open. I let out a long breath of relief when I see she’s not inside. That’s the good news. The bad news is she was definitely taken against her will. There’s a broken juice bottle in the cup holder, the sharp jagged pieces glittering in the sunlight on the floorboard.

      Papers are scattered around the inside of the car, as if somebody took one of her files and just threw it. There’s a crack in the rear passenger side window and her bag is lying on the backseat, half its contents strewn about. As tempted as I am to grab it, I know I can’t. It’s now a crime scene. I can’t touch anything right now.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and call Rosie. She answers on the first ring.

      “Blake. Talk to me,” she answers quickly. “Is she all right? Do you have her?”

      “No, she’s been taken, Rosie,” I reply, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice.

      “Damn,” she mutters. “Okay, what can I do?”

      “I found her car. Her Bureau phone is still in her bag, so I had Rick ping it for me.”

      “Smart.”

      “I need a crime scene unit out here. We need to dust for prints, fibers, anything. I doubt we’re going to find anything, but we need to cover all our bases. Just in case,” I say. “We’re at the Mayfair Galleria. Rear lot, southwest quadrant.”

      “Got it. I’ll roll a tech unit down ASAP,” she says. “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of. Her phone’s been disabled so we have no way to track her,” I say, my voice cracking.

      “Was this Mangold?”

      I look around the lot, wincing at the sun glittering off the windshields of the other cars parked in the lot. For all I know, Mangold himself could be sitting in one of those cars watching me, with Astra tied up in the trunk. I watch as a couple pushing a stroller walks down the aisle I’m in. They give me a furtive glance and a weak smile as they pass. A couple of teenagers walk by hand in hand, and I can’t help but wonder why they’re not in school. It’s like I said, when you’re in a screwed-up situation like this, you notice the weirdest details.

      “I can’t think of anybody else it could be,” I tell her. “It has to be him making a point to me.”

      “Jesus,” she whispers. “Don’t give up hope, Blake. We don’t know anything just yet. Let’s not go gloom and doom, worst-case scenario. Let’s try—”

      “If you say think positive, I am going to crack you upside the head when I get back to the office,” I say, not even half-kidding.

      “Noted,” she says with a quiet chuckle. “Are you all right?”

      “No, not really,” I reply. “She’s been taken because of me. He warned me to back off and stay out of his business. I didn’t. And now Astra’s paying the price.”

      “You can’t think like that, kid. For all we know, this has nothing to do with you. This might not be Mangold at all,” Rosie points out. “For all we know, this could be one of Astra’s old cases coming back on her. We just don’t know yet, so don’t give up on her. Don’t lose faith.”

      I nod. She’s right. It could be anything. It could be a random carjacking. It could be a million different things. But I know, deep down inside, it’s not. In my heart of hearts, I know this is Mangold. He’s proving a point to me and trying to force me to back off. But I don’t think he realizes that although I’m an emotional wreck right now, that righteous fire is burning in my gut. If he does anything to Astra, if he hurts her in any way whatsoever, I will come for him twice as hard. And I will not stop until one of us is dead.

      “The techs are rolling, Blake,” Rosie says. “They’ll be there soon.”

      “Thanks, Rosie.”

      “In the meantime, keep the faith.”

      “Doing my best.”
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      “I don’t know what to do,” I growl. “I suck at waiting. And all the while, Astra is still out there having God knows what done to her.”

      I pace back and forth in the living room, muttering darkly to myself. Kit is curled up on the couch watching me. She’s worried for me, I can tell. And she feels as powerless to do anything as I do. I’ve tried calling Mangold, but he’s refusing to take my calls. He’s playing his power hand right now. He’s got Astra and he’s leaving me to twist in the wind until he’s good and ready to talk to me about her.

      That’s probably the only bright spot I can see—if he’s still playing these games with me, the chances are good that she’s still alive. If he’d killed her, he would talk to me. Tell me he did it. Probably tell me how he did it. He would need for me to know that just as he had the power of life and death with Astra, he holds that over me too. That’s the message he wants me to receive—he’s a god and I’m a peon, and I need to do what he tells me to do, or others are going to pay a price for my, as he put it, intractability.

      “You should sit down, Blake. Rest your body. Rest your mind,” Kit says.

      “I can’t. I’m not going to be able to rest anything until I have Astra back. Safe and unharmed,” I tell her.

      “Do you think he’ll kill her?”

      “Not until he gets what he wants.”

      “And what does he want?” she asks.

      “Me,” I tell her. “He wants me to come work for him. Be his head of security, he said. I’m sure it’s a job with a real short shelf-life. I can only imagine why he has an opening. Probably threw a temper tantrum and killed his old one.”

      Kit frowns and looks down, a strange expression crossing her face. I’m sure this is all weird for her. Overwhelming, maybe. After learning she grew up in the French countryside attending ballets and operas, reading Sartre and Camus, I can’t imagine this gritty, real-world violence is an easy adjustment for her. And I wonder if that’s why she slips out at night sometimes—to get away from me and all the death that surrounds me. To find some semblance of peace and serenity. God knows there are plenty of beautiful, tranquil little parks around Seattle where you can sit and meditate or whatever.

      “Wh—why would you think that?” she asks.

      I shrug. “That’s what psychopaths like Mangold do. They like to lord their power over everybody. They especially like to show others that they have no power. That they’re helpless and can’t do anything to stop him.”

      “But didn’t you say your boss thought it might be something totally unrelated?” she asks.

      “Wishful thinking. I mean, sure, it’s possible. It’s also possible a cow will fall out of the sky and land on you right now, but I don’t think either one of us believes that’s actually going to happen,” I reply, sharper than I intended. “No, this is Mangold. I would bet my life on it.”

      “Please don’t bet your life.”

      I give her a wan smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to keep ranting and stress you out.”

      “You have no reason to apologize. Your friend was taken. I understand why you’re so upset,” she says. “You’ve already been through this once. I can’t imagine the psychic scars this is leaving on you.”

      I nod. “Yeah. It was even worse when you were taken though,” I say. “I wasn’t able to control my emotions as well back then.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “This is you controlling your emotions?”

      That gets a laugh out of me—which I immediately feel guilty about. I shouldn’t be laughing right now. Not while Astra is still out there having God knows what done to her. I walk to the windows and overlook the city. The sky has grown dark, and a blanket of slate-gray clouds has been pulled over the world. As I stand here watching, small droplets splash against the glass and I feel a stitch in my heart.

      “Do you remember what Mom used to say about the rain?” I ask.

      “It was the angels crying?”

      “I hope she’s not in pain,” I mutter. “I hope the angels have no reason to be crying right now.”

      “Astra means a lot to you, doesn’t she?”

      I nod. “She means the world to me, Kit. She’s been my best friend for years,” I tell her. “In some ways, she was like a surrogate sister to me. She actually reminds me of you in a lot of different ways.”

      “Yeah? Like how?”

      “She’s hilarious. She’s warm. She’s smart. She is literally one of the smartest people I know. And now that you’re back, I’m officially the third smartest person I know.”

      Kit laughs and smiles, pleased with the compliment.

      “She’s also stubborn. Just like you. When she feels she’s right about something, she will dig in and will not come off that position until you give her incontrovertible proof that she’s wrong. Then she’ll be the first to admit it and apologize for her error,” I tell her. “You were always a lot like that when you were a kid—minus the apologizing part. You would simply never come off a position once you dug in. And the more somebody tried to prove you wrong, the harder you dug yourself into that position.”

      “I did not,” she says in faux outrage.

      “You most certainly did. I remember one time you accused me of stealing your stuffed animal. You were so angry with me. But then Mom showed you that she’d put it in the washing machine to clean it—you took that stupid bear everywhere with you and it was always filthy,” I tell her. “Anyway, you were screaming and shouting at me for being a thief, and even when Mom took your bear out of the washer mid-cycle and showed you, you accused me of putting it in there to hide the fact that I’d stolen it.

      “I did not do that,” she protests indignantly.

      “Oh. You so did.”

      Kit laughs. It’s a high, musical sound. She’s had that same tinkling, melodious laugh since she was a kid, and for some reason, I find it reassuring right now. I find some solace in it; it instills a sense of optimism in me I didn’t expect. It tells me that against all odds, my sister came back to me alive and well. And so will Astra.

      My phone buzzes and I grab it off the dining room table. My blood freezes in my veins when I see it’s an incoming text from Astra’s phone.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      “What is it?”

      Kit gets off the couch and joins me, reading over my shoulder as I call up my messages and click on Astra’s. I draw in a sharp breath, my heart dropping into my stomach when I see it’s a picture of her. She’s tied to a chair much the same way I was when Mangold took me. Her ankles and wrists are bound to it with plastic cuffs. And as I study the picture closely, I see it looks like it was taken in the same place I’d been brought after they snatched me.

      But what sends the lance of pain straight through my heart is Astra herself. She’s been beaten. In the photo, her head lolls to the side and it looks like she’s unconscious. At least I hope she’s merely unconscious. Her hair has fallen over half her face, obscuring it from sight, but the half I can see makes my eyes well with tears. Her eye is swollen shut and her lips are split. Blood is running from her nose and mouth, making a bloody mess of the lower half of her face.

      “Oh God, Astra,” I mutter.

      I feel Kit tensing up beside me. I glance at her and see she looks as angry as I do. It’s a strange reaction given that she doesn’t know Astra, but I’m not going to question her about it. I’m too consumed with my own anger right now. It radiates along my every nerve ending, and that dark tide rises up within me, blotting out my other emotions. All I can feel is hate. Hate and the need to hurt Mangold. And hurt him badly.

      My phone rings in my hand, startling me. I get myself under control and grit my teeth when I see the call is coming from Astra’s phone. Just so I don’t have to repeat the conversation to Kit later, I hit the speakerphone button to connect the call.

      “I trust you received my message,” Mangold starts in that honey-sweet accent of his.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I tell him.

      “I wish you didn’t feel that way, Agent Wilder. It would make our working relationship a might awkward, don’t you think?”

      “We have no working relationship now or ever,” I hiss. “I don’t work for murderers. I lock them up.”

      “Yes, yes, you believe in the righteous wheels of justice and all. I get that,” he replies. “But when you work for me, you’ll be serving a different kind of justice. A justice for the people worthy of it.”

      “And I suppose you’re the arbiter of who’s worthy?”

      “You still have no idea what’s really going on, do you?”

      “This is only going to end one of two ways,” I growl. “Either with you behind bars for the rest of your life. Or you lying dead on the ground with my bullet in you.”

      “Oh, how I do love your passion,” he crows. “I swear it makes me all tingly inside.”

      “Keep laughing,” I tell him. “You won’t be able to much longer.”

      “See darlin’, now that’s where you’re wrong. I’ll be laughin’ ‘til the day I die. And contrary to your bluster, I’m never goin’ to see the inside of a prison cell either,” he says. “See, people like me? We don’t do prison. Not even if we’re guilty. There ain’t a judge in these fifty states who’d convict me—and I can make sure of that personally.”

      “I want Astra back,” I tell him. “I want her back now.”

      “Of course you do, dear girl. What friend wouldn’t want her friend back?” he asks.

      “Did you miss the part where I said now?”

      “Oh dear, I don’t respond to demands well,” he says. “And let me remind you that you are in no position to be making demands anyway, Agent Wilder. Your friend’s life is in my hands. I am not the man you want to be triflin’ with.”

      “What do you want?” I ask coldly.

      “In exchange for lettin’ you leave with Special Agent Speedbag here, want all the information you gathered by snoopin’ on us, of course,” he says. “I want you to turn over all the files, thumb drives, and yes, even those pictures from Bocasilva you claim to have. I want the whole kit and caboodle, darlin’.”

      “Fine. Done,” I say.

      “I’m not done.”

      I let out a long, loud sigh. “What else do you want?”

      “What I asked for before—you workin’ for me.”

      I exchange a glance with Kit, whose face is nearly purple. She’s apoplectic and I absolutely understand why. I feel the same way.

      “Done,” I say.

      “Very good,” he replies. I can hear his slimy grin through the phone already. “And I’ll have to warn you—I’ll be havin’ no shenanigans durin’ the exchange. You come alone, bring what you need, and everything will be right as rain.”

      “And how is Astra supposed to drive home?” I ask. “Judging by that picture, she’s in rough shape. Probably can’t drive in her condition.”

      “I’ll have one of my men take her home,” he says. “I give you my word.”

      “Sorry, your word doesn’t mean anything to me. The exchange will not be made until I receive confirmation from Astra’s partner that she is home safe with him,” I snap. “Am I clear about that?”

      “Yes, yes,” he replies. “You’re clear. Then I’ll see you soon. Wait for me to text you the time and address. And again, I cannot possibly stress this enough—come alone and no trickery.”

      “I’ll wait for your text,” I say and disconnect the call. I turn to look at Kit, who is wearing a small smile on her lips.

      “He going to kill you?” she asks.

      “Oh yeah. He’s going to kill us both,” I say.
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      Platinum Precision Tech Warehouse Site 11B; Seattle, WA

      It’s exactly midnight when I pull to a stop outside the warehouse I was directed to come to. It’s an offsite storage facility for the weapons manufacturing plant Mangold has in the city. This section of the larger complex looks like it hasn’t been used in quite a while. Or at least, hasn’t been used for anything legal in quite a while.

      The sky is still choked with clouds, but the rain has let up. Puddles glisten in the lights in the parking lot and overhead, the sound of thunder rumbles in the distance. The lonely, monotone note of a ship’s horn echoes through the darkness all around me, sending an ominous chill rushing through me.

      Kit and I spent the day in Fish’s office above the Fat Buddha in Chinatown copying and converting every scrap of relevant paper we had. There were a lot of things to go through. At first, I’d been hesitant to include her in the process, but I feel like we’re coming to the endgame with Mangold now and I needed her help. I had to open up and trust her out of necessity. And now I just have to hope that’s a decision that doesn’t come back to bite me in the backside.

      After we got that done, we went back to my apartment where I practically had to handcuff Kit to something solid—like a load-bearing wall—to make her stay. She had been so fired up about coming along to help that I really thought I was going to have to subdue her. It was only after I told her my plan that she agreed to stay—reluctantly. And only because I’d given her the most important task—providing us cover for our exit.

      I don’t know if Mangold thinks I’m that stupid, or if he thinks I’m so overwhelmed by my emotions that I’m not thinking clearly, but I’m almost disappointed that he thought I believed him when he said he would let us go. It makes me think he’s not as smart as I thought he was. He knows I will never willingly work for him, which only leaves him one option—to kill me. Because he knows if he doesn’t, I am going to dog him for the rest of his life. He knows I will hunt him to the ends of the Earth until he’s either rotting in prison or rotting in the ground. At this point, I truly don’t care which.

      I do know he’s desperate to get his hands on the files I’ve put together on the Thirteen as well as on him personally. He wants the photos of the mass grave site every bit as much as I want Astra back. And that’s the leverage I have on him. It’s his weakness, because he knows if those photos are released, his entire house of cards comes crumbling down around him.

      “All right, let’s get this done,” I mutter.

      I get out of the car and pop the trunk. I pull out the banker’s box, then close the trunk again, bound for the open door in the side of the building. The asphalt of the parking lot is cracked and pitted; I take note of it to make sure I don’t injure myself in my escape attempt.

      Light from inside spills out onto the small concrete stoop outside the door, and as I approach, I can hear voices inside. I make out at least three distinct voices, but I don’t hear Mangold. I know he’s in there though. There is no way he’d let anybody else get their hands on what I’m bringing him.

      I step inside. Astra is the first thing I see. She’s still bound to the chair, her clothes torn and her face a bloody mess. But at least she’s awake. She seems alert, because when her eyes fall on me, they widen, and her entire body stiffens. I drop the box in front of me and pull my weapon, leaving it at my side. I just want them to know I’m not messing around.

      Three men are standing around the open space—the automaton twins have become triplets. The third man is dressed like the first two. He’s a tall, fit six-three or so. He fills out his custom suit well, and with his sandy blonde hair, green eyes, and chiseled jawline, has leading-man good looks.

      “Agent Wilder,” Mangold says as he steps out from behind a stack of boxes.

      “I’m here. I have your stuff,” I announce. “Now, let her go.”

      His eyes land on the gun in my hand and he frowns. “There is no need for that,” he croons. “You can clearly see we’re not armed.”

      “Give me a break,” I counter. “Your men all have rigs under their jackets and I’m sure you’re carrying too. By my count, that’s four guns to my one. Are you really feeling that threatened?”

      “This doesn’t have to be an ugly process, Agent Wilder,” he says. “Or may I call you Blake, now that you will be in my employ?”

      From behind her gag, Astra is screaming and probably cursing up a blue streak as she realizes what she thinks will be the cost of her freedom. Mangold turns to her and smiles.

      “That’s right, my dear,” he purrs. “Your best friend in the whole wide world has chosen to give up her career at the Bureau in order to earn your freedom.”

      Astra’s face is a picture of torment as she shakes her head wildly, her eyes pleading with me. Mangold laughs, clearly enjoying this. He reaches out and takes the gag out of her mouth.

      “What do you think about the selflessness of your friend?” he asks Astra.

      “Blake, don’t you do this,” she begs, her voice weak and cracking. “I would rather die—literally die—than let you work for this piece of—”

      Mangold chuckles and puts the gag back into her mouth before she can finish her sentence. He looks at me and shrugs.

      “Your friend doesn’t seem to have a very high opinion of me,” he notes.

      “Yeah, that’s a really hard one to figure,” I reply.

      I send the box toward him with a strong kick. It slides along the slick concrete and nearly makes it to him. One of his goons picks it up though and sets it down on top of a wooden crate. Mangold walks over, lifts the lid off, and starts pawing through all the paperwork I’ve put together. At the bottom of the box is a small manila envelope. He opens it and shakes the thumb drive into his palm then looks up at me.

      “On that drive are the photos of your mass grave in Paraguay,” I tell him. “You now have all the evidence I’ve collected and put together on you and on the Thirteen.”

      He shakes his head, his eyes full of wonder. “My, my, my, you are an industrious girl, aren’t you?” he says. “You are quite a lot farther along than I suspected. Why, if Daniel knew just how close you were to pullin’ the rug out from under him, he very well might wet himself. That boy talks a big game but when it comes down to it, he doesn’t actually have the constitution for a confrontation. That House Rep you’re tusslin’ with—Hedlund, I think her name is? That woman is tough. If I had my druthers, I’d give her Daniel’s spot at the big table.”

      “So, she’s not part of your group?”

      “Oh, heavens, no,” he replies. “She’s far too morally rigid for my liking.”

      I scoff. “Clearly, you didn’t see her the day she executed her own daughter and twenty-eight others,” I say. “I would have thought with credentials like that, she would have earned a special place in your heart.”

      He lets out a long, pained sigh and shakes his head. “You seem to think I’m a monster.”

      “No, I don’t, actually,” I say. “See, monsters aren’t real. But you? You murdered eight hundred people. There isn’t a strong enough word to describe what you are.”

      “You are so very judgmental, dear Blake,” he counters. “When you’re a man in my position, you simply must make certain sacrifices. That is the cost of progress—a regrettable, but necessary cost. We only did what was needed to keep forging ahead and delivering progress to the world.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “I am merely following history, my dear. And frankly, I don’t know if you have much leg to stand on, Agent Wilder. Don’t you know the bloodstained history of the FBI? Of the United States government—hell, of this city? Don’t you know the very city you live in was built on the ashes of the Duwamish people after the white man came and kicked him out of his own land? But such is the cost of progress.”

      I know what he’s trying to do, but I won’t fall for it. It’s extremely rich, coming from him—he’s trying to rationalize his horrific acts by turning it around on me. But he’s the one who murdered eight hundred people in cold blood.

      “Progress. Is that what you call it?” I ask. “You built a plant whose sole purpose is to build things that will kill people more efficiently.”

      He screws up his face and looks off for a minute then turns back to me. “Yep. I’d call that progress,” he replies. “At least we’re not throwing rocks at each other anymore. See, we’ve progressed beyond that sort of primitive warfare. My missiles are accurate to within ten yards, Blake. It limits collateral damage and civilian casualties. Tell me how that is more barbaric than the carpet bombing we used to do in Vietnam. Instead of wiping out an entire village and killing everybody in it, we can eliminate a single house full of terrorists Tell me how that isn’t progress.”

      “Personally, I’d prefer living in a world where we didn’t have to kill each other at all.”

      “Yes, well, when you find that fantasy world, you be sure to send me a postcard.”

      “So, killing those three Justices. How do you call that progress?”

      He stares at me for a long moment, his eyes suspicious. I realize he must think I’m wearing a wire. I laugh and shake my head.

      “I’m asking because I want to know,” I say. “If you’re worried that I’m wearing a wire, come check me. I’m not. I just need answers to some of these questions.”

      His eyes linger on mine for another long moment before he seems to decide to trust me. It also confirms for me his plan to kill both Astra and me when this is over—why else would he be so free and willing to share his plans with me?

      “What happened to those Justices was… unfortunate. Justice Kettering was a friend of mine,” he says. “But I must admit, their deaths opened up a series of opportunities for myself. Like a stone blocking up the river behind it. Once removed, the river can flow freely once again. I simply took advantage of the opportunity.”

      “That is a very poetic way of saying, ‘I wanted to murder them to pad my bank account.’”

      “Really, Blake. That’s such a cynical and crass way of looking at things.”

      “Well, people often say I’m cynical and crass, so I guess that fits.”

      He chuckles to himself. “I do enjoy your humor and your spirit, Blake,” he says. “I truly wish you had chosen to work for me.”

      “Uh-huh. So, is this the part where you go back on your word and kill us both?” I ask.

      “As a matter of fact, it is.”

      I nod. That’s what I thought.”

      I slip my phone out of my pocket and hold it up for Mangold to see.

      “You didn’t honestly think I was stupid enough to walk in here without a contingency plan did you?” I ask. “Like I didn’t know you were planning to kill Astra and me after you got what you wanted straight from the jump? I’ve made copies of everything in that box and put it all on another drive. On the other end of this phone, I have a friend waiting for me to call. And if I don’t call within the next half an hour, she will release that thumb drive to a number of different news outlets. You’ll be ruined, Mr. Mangold. And if you somehow manage to escape the authorities, you’ll spend the rest of your miserable life on the run. Always looking over your shoulder.

      “Oh dear,” he replies, his eyes widening in shock. “Whatever am I going to do now?”

      He looks at me, an expression of confusion on his face. It’s like he can’t believe I double-crossed his double-cross or something. Mangold is either stupider than I ever imagined, or this is the worst display of narcissism, hubris, and arrogance that I’ve ever seen.

      Unless…

      As the third option settles in, I feel my stomach roil and taste the bile in the back of my throat. Mangold’s expression changes from one of confused outrage to one of genuine mirth and he begins to laugh. He claps his hands, thoroughly amused.

      “You didn’t really believe I wasn’t anticipating you double-crossing me, did you?” he asks.

      “Yeah well, I kind of hoped.”

      “Silly girl,” he crows. “Do you actually believe I don’t know you have your sister at your apartment waiting for your call? And do you actually believe I don’t have men there waiting for my word to take her? Oh, take her again, I should say. She was abducted before, was she not? While I applaud your effort, I must give the execution a thumbs down.”

      My heart is racing, and I see Astra’s eyes widen in panic. She struggles against her bonds, thrashing wildly, trying to break free. My mind is spinning as I try to find a way out of this trap I walked myself into. I shake my head in disbelief. How did I not see this coming? And why am I drawing a blank?

      The gun is a comforting weight in my hand, and I know it’s the only way out of this. I wanted to avoid violence, but I see now I have no choice. The only way out of this mess is to shoot my way out. I raise my head and feel Mangold’s eyes boring into me. A slow grin stretches across his lips and his eyes sparkle with delight.

      “Kill them,” he orders his men.

      And then the lights go out, plunging us into darkness.
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      Platinum Precision Tech Warehouse Site 11B; Seattle, WA

      That moment of darkness creates enough pandemonium that I’m able to cover the distance and get myself to Astra. Mangold and his men are shouting at one another in confusion. I quickly pull the knife out of my boot and slice through Astra’s bonds. But it’s pitch black inside the storage facility and I couldn’t see where our enemies were.

      A loud click echoes through the building. It must be an emergency generator kicking in, because a moment later, we are bathed in light once more. Five feet to our left, one of Mangold’s men—the new droid—is turning toward us, bringing his weapon to bear.

      I push Astra to the ground behind me and fire twice. Both slugs slam into his chest, embedding themselves in what is obviously a bulletproof vest. The impact is still enough to knock him to the ground, though, and just for good measure, I fire off a third round—this one at his leg. He cries out in agony and quickly passes out as a red mist spurs from his thigh, his gun clattering away from him. I snatch it up as quickly as I can, handing it over to Astra, who manages to at least hold it protectively in front of her, even if she can’t stand up just yet. She may be bruised up, but the fire in her eyes is bright.

      The sound of fighting to my right draws my attention and I whip my head around, my gun raised—and see something I did not expect to see. A long, lithe figure, dressed in black from head to toe, is engaged with the shorter and squatter of Mangold’s men. I can tell it’s a woman and she is a fierce, capable fighter. She flows from one move to the next, arms and legs striking with power and efficiency, delivering blow after blow with lethal accuracy.

      Mangold’s man is trying to hold his own, trying to use his size to overpower the smaller woman, but she makes mincemeat out of him. She leaps into the air and spins dizzyingly, her foot crashing hard against the man’s face. He staggers back, dazed, and before the woman even lands, she’s somehow twisted her body to grab him in a headlock, taking him crashing down to the ground with a heavy thud. She instantly pops back up and beings raining a flurry of blows down on him. She is mesmerizing to watch in action, her movements graceful but lethal.

      “Blake!”

      Astra’s voice breaks my trance and I turn just in time to see the third man’s fist slicing through the air in a murderous arc. I try to avoid it, spinning to my right, but his fist catches me in the side of the head, and I lose my grip on my gun. I hear it hit and slide across the concrete as the blow sends me staggering. I drop to a knee; my vision is wavering and points of light burst from behind my eyes. I shake my head, trying to clear it as I catch sight of the man coming toward me again.

      He towers over me and is twice as wide as me—his arms are as thick as my thighs. The look on his face is one of absolute malice. He looks like he hates me and wants to tear me in half with his bare hands. And I don’t doubt he can do it. My ears are still ringing, and I feel a little queasy, but as the mountain of man lumbers toward me and closes in, I launch myself through his legs, twisting my body as I do.

      Before he can react, I piston my leg out as hard as I can and catch him in the back of the knee with the heel of my foot. The big man topples backward, and I roll to the side, narrowly avoiding being crushed beneath his weight as he comes crashing down to the ground with a loud grunt. I leap to my feet as he starts to roll over, and when he gets up onto his hands and knees, I deliver a vicious kick to his jaw.

      I hear something crack and the man lets out a muffled howl of agony. But he takes a swipe at me anyway, one of his massive mitts catching my leg and driving it into the other. My momentum sends me staggering. I’m barely able to keep my feet. When I spin around, I find the man is already standing up—and right behind me. His fist crashes into my face and the taste of blood immediately fills my mouth. I dance backward, my eyes watering, desperately trying to stay out of his reach.

      I dodge around a stack of crates, trying to give myself a minute to get the ringing out of my ears and wipe the tears from my eyes. I feel the blood, warm and thick, sliding down my chin and neck. My face is throbbing like an exposed nerve. As I come around the side of the crates, the whole stack comes crashing down. I’m able to stay out from under them and my movements bring me up behind the man again.

      He spins around and lumbers toward me, his eyes filled with rage. It’s then I see the crowbar sitting atop one of the crates to my right, so I snatch it up. In one fluid movement, swing for the fences with it. The man stupidly tries to block it with his arm and as soon as the steel of the crowbar connects, I feel the bones beneath his skin give way. His scream fills the inside of the warehouse, startling a flock of birds who’d been nesting in the rafters. They take wing in a noisy hail of squawks and fluttering feathers.

      The man’s arm hangs limp at his side, but he keeps coming. My heart flutters and my stomach roil as I keep dancing backward, staying out of the reach of his good arm.

      “You’re like a damn Terminator,” I gasp.

      He reaches out for me again and I dodge to the side. He lunges forward and I dodge back, suddenly realizing that I am very quickly backing myself into a corner. My eyes dart left and right, trying to find any way around this guy. I catch sight of Astra, who has managed to get up to her knees and currently has the first guy’s gun trained on us.

      “Duck, Blake!” she shouts.

      She doesn’t need to tell me twice. At the exact same moment as the man swings his fist at me once again, I toss myself back and away from him, landing on my bottom. A gunshot rings out from behind him and he lurches forward—this time because of the impact of a lead slug. His weight tips and he falls to the ground, but not before I press my advantage.

      I raise the crowbar and swing it again at the perfect moment. It connects with the side of his head with a sickening crunch. The man hits the concrete heavily, blood spilling from a gash on his temple. I scramble back up to my feet, holding the crowbar above my head and ready to knock him back down, but he’s out cold.

      My breathing is ragged and the muscles in my body are burning. My face is still throbbing; I’m afraid to look in a mirror, convinced it will have swollen to twice its normal size. Only then do I finally take a look around.

      The silence in the warehouse, save for my loud breathing, is deafening. Astra is on her feet with the woman in black assisting her. She sets Astra down in the chair and takes a moment to make sure she’s all right. Astra nods and says a few quiet words, then the woman in black turns and faces me. A balaclava covers her face, leaving only her eyes exposed and when she walks over to me, I recognize the eyes immediately.

      “Kit,” I gasp.

      She pulls the balaclava off and tucks it into her pocket, an awkward, sheepish grin on her face. I look at her in disbelief and shake my head. My little sister was the whirling, spinning death machine I just saw take down a man twice her size. And she’s barely even winded. I, on the other hand, am wheezing like a two-pack-a-day fiend who just ran a marathon.

      “You’re out of shape, Sis,” she teases.

      “Yeah, you don’t say?” I wheeze. “Thanks for pointing that out.”

      “You’re very welcome,” she replies with a grin.

      “Where in the world did you learn to fight like that?” I gasp.

      “I told you, I went to some of the best schools in France,” she offers. “But not all of them were the traditional schools.”

      “I—I don’t understand.”

      She sighs. “I have a lot to explain to you.”

      “The time is right?”

      She nods. “It has to be.”

      As I start to catch my wind and my mind starts working again, I freeze. In my mind’s eye, I see Kit approaching me with the balaclava on and I focus on her eyes. I’ve seen them before. And not just in my sister’s face.

      “So it was you. You were in my apartment,” I say. “You broke in and were stealing the evidence I was collecting on the Thirteen.”

      “I wasn’t stealing,” she protests. “I was just looking. I was ordered to steal so I took the most useless things I could find—of which, there sure was a whole lot—to bring back to my bosses.”

      “There’s always a lot of junk and filler when you’re investigating something,” I reply. “So, you were ordered to spy on me?”

      She hesitates a moment but finally nods. “Yeah. I was.”

      “And you knocked me out,” I reply.

      “That was an accident. You leaned into my punch,” she says. “I only meant to daze you so I could get out before you could grab me.”

      “I leaned into your punch? You’re kidding, right?” I say. “You sucker-punched me.”

      “I most certainly did not. You opened the door, I was there, boom, it had to be done,” she tells me. “But you will notice that I pulled my punch. I didn’t hit you as hard as I could have. Again, because I was only trying to daze you.”

      “So, you really are part of the Thirteen,” I say. “You’re one of their operatives.”

      “It’s a long and complicated story,” she replies.

      “Hey guys, not to break up the family reunion and all, but I’m in rough shape over here,” Astra croaks. “I think I need to get to a hospital.”

      Kit looks to Astra then back at me. There are so many questions I need her to answer for me but Astra’s right. The adrenaline of the fight has worn off and she is in a bad way. We need to get her some help.

      “We can’t take her to a hospital,” Kit says. “They’ll be looking. And worse news, the Đavole is in play.”

      Her words turn the blood in my veins to ice. “Are you sure?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” she nods. “I got word from a source I trust.”

      “You have sources?”

      “Yes, I do,” she says irritably. “But I don’t have time to explain right now. We need to get out of here. For all we know, the Đavole is on his way here.”

      “Not to be difficult, but what is this ‘za-volay’ you guys are talking about? And will it prevent me from getting some help?” Astra groans.

      “It’s bad news,” I tell her. “And it will most definitely keep you from getting help.”

      “I have a safehouse we can go to,” Kit states. “We’ll be safe there. I’ll contact a doctor I know and she’ll meet us there.”

      I look at Kit for a long moment. “Who are you?”

      “I’ll explain later. Right now, let’s get Astra to the safehouse and get her some help,” Kit says. “And get that nose of yours looked at. You look like Owen Wilson.”

      “Great. Thanks,” I mutter.

      Kit and I each take an arm and lift her up—and then a thought occurs to me. Panic grips me like a fist of ice and I look around the storage facility. It’s empty, save for us and the three unconscious bodies on the ground.

      “What is it?” Kit asks.

      “Where’s Mangold?”
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      Kit’s Safehouse; Overlake District, 41872 E. Whitecap Street, Redmond, WA

      “She’s pretty banged up and is likely going to have a few new scars, but she’ll be fine,” Doctor Santos tells us. “I gave her a sedative so she’ll probably be out all night. You will want to get her in for some x-rays as soon as you can. She has a possible fracture in her ulna. I splinted it for now, but she’ll want to get it looked at just to be sure.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” Kit says. “You are a lifesaver.”

      “Not this time. More like general wound care specialist,” Santos says with a grin.

      That draws a much-needed laugh from me. I’ve been on edge the whole time, picturing a host of horrible things that could be wrong with Astra—internal bleeding, punctured organs, brain bleeds. Pretty much everything I found on WebMD that could result in death. So to hear an actual doctor tell us that Astra is going to be okay has lifted an enormous weight off my shoulders. Things are still really weird and tense right now, but at least that’s one worry I can take off my plate.

      Santos is an interesting woman. Five-two maybe, with dark hair that falls to the middle of her back, rich, tawny skin, and dark eyes. She looks young, but she’s got the wisdom of somebody twice her age and one of the best bedside manners of any doctor I’ve ever seen. I was in a full-blown panic about Astra when Santos first got here and she promptly talked me off the ledge and saw to her patient. After that, she tended to my nose, and although it still hurts, she managed to take the worst of the sting away.

      The most interesting thing about her though is that she’s an off-book doctor who makes house calls. I’ve only ever heard of doctors who do that for the mob or things like that. It’s yet another wrinkle in this mysterious life my sister’s leading. A life I’m more curious about than ever.

      I sit in a deep, plush chair near the fire and watch as my sister hands Santos an envelope I assume is stuffed with cash. Kit walks her to the door and says goodbye, closing and locking the door behind her. After that, she sets the alarms then goes to the kitchen. Part of me feels like she’s just putting this off, but when she comes back with a couple glasses of wine—chardonnay, thank you very much—I’m willing to forgive her delays.

      The chairs are separated by a round, hand-carved table made of dark wood, with elegant scrollwork around the edges. It’s a beautiful piece. She sits down in the chair next to mine and we both stare into the flames in the hearth as we sip our wine in silence. The crackle and pop of the fire are the only sounds in the house. Even after all of the chaos of the night, I’m grateful to just sit and watch it. For a safehouse, this place has a homey, comfortable atmosphere.

      The entire house is done in dark greens and dark, polished woods. It’s decorated tastefully with some beautiful, hand-painted landscapes in frames on the walls. There’s a sitting room with a deep, soft sofa set across the wood and glass coffee table from the matching loveseat. Tall bookcases are standing throughout the house, the shelves bursting with volumes of every genre—though Kit seems to prefer science fiction and fantasy to most anything else.

      There’s a formal dining room that can seat six, a kitchen any professional chef would kill for, and this comfortable area near the hearth. It’s not hard for me to picture Kit curled up in one of these chairs with a good book on a rainy night. I get the feeling she’s spent a lot of time here—and not just recently. The place has a lived-in feel about it that you don’t get if you don’t actually live in it. If that’s true, I have to wonder why she hasn’t made herself known to me before the night she showed up at Annie’s.

      “So,” I say into the silence. “You’re an operative for the Thirteen.”

      Kit looks down into her wine glass as if she could find the answers at the bottom of it. She’s tense. I can tell by the way her shoulders are bunched up. But more than that, I can see that she’s scared. And as angry as I am that she’s been living this double life and keeping herself hidden from me all these years, it breaks my heart to see her so scared. I never wanted to see her feeling that way.

      “I was,” she corrects me softly. “Was an operative. A spy. An assassin when necessary. But things—changed. I changed and I broke ranks.”

      “You got out?”

      She shrugs. “There is no out. Not really,” she says.

      The puzzle pieces finally start to fall into place in my head. No wonder Kit showed up when she did. No wonder the Thirteen have ramped up their efforts against me.

      “I guess now that you openly moved against Mangold, that puts a target on your back, too,” I muse. “If the Đavole is after me, I can only—

      “No, Blake. That’s not why the Đavole is in Seattle. He was never here to kill you. He’s here to kill me.”

      “Kit. Are you kidding me?”

      She shook her head. “I wish I were. But after I did what I did and ran, the Thirteen’s leadership tasked the Đavole with hunting me down and killing me.”

      “What did you do, Kit? Surely there’s a way for us to undo it.”

      “There’s not. The Thirteen does not forget. And they most certainly do not forgive,” she says. “I’m a marked woman. It’s only a matter of time before they catch up with me. It’s why I’ve been going out every night—I’ve been hunting the Đavole myself. I thought if maybe I was able to put him down, it might make anybody else coming after me think twice.”

      “What did you do?”

      She takes a sip of wine and settles back in her seat. Her expression is grim and fear is in her eyes. But she takes a deep breath and stares into the flames.

      “What I told you about growing up in France was true. But so was what I told you about not forgetting who I am. When I turned fifteen, the Thirteen sent me to a special school in Serbia. There, I was trained to be a spy and an assassin,” she explains. “I was schooled in spycraft—just like they teach at the CIA. I was trained in poisons, sabotage, various forms of martial arts. I learned how to kill with a blade, with whatever I could find, and with my bare hands. By the time I graduated at eighteen, I was lethal. I was the most promising student in my class.”

      “Jesus, Kit,” I gasp.

      “I was assigned to a handler here in the US. I was given assignments to carry out and I did them. I played the part, always remembering who I am and never giving in to the darkness inside of me. Not fully,” she says. “I developed a good reputation and quickly ascended the ranks. The Thirteen’s Council came to trust me, and I began getting assignments directly from them. But what they didn’t know was that I was working against them from the inside.”

      I take a sip of my wine, completely caught up in my sister’s tale, which sounds like something straight out of a Tom Clancy novel.

      “I collected information on everybody I interacted with. I got names of the Thirteen’s key players. I stole copies of dossiers of various missions I was sent on,” she goes on. “I stole video evidence. Data sticks. Anything that can help bring this whole organization down. I have a treasure trove of information that, if released, will destroy some of the nation’s biggest institutions, and a good portion of Congress along with it.”

      “Do they know you have this information?”

      She nods. “They do now,” she says. “I tried to make a deal—the information in exchange for a guarantee of your safety.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They sent somebody to kill me the other night,” she says. “So, I’ll take that as a no.”

      “Did you—did you kill who they sent?”

      Kit looks down into her glass again and says nothing. Which I will take to be a yes. My head is spinning and waves of disbelief are crashing down over me. What my sister just told me sounds like the stuff of science fiction. And I wouldn’t have believed a word of it had I not seen the way she handled Mangold’s man back in the storage facility. But it’s obvious she’s been trained and trained well. She knows what she’s doing in a fight and can handle herself. But still, the idea that my kid sister has grown up to be a spy and an assassin—I can’t quite wrap my head around that.

      “Anyway, I was trying to decide when the right time to leave was. And when I was handed an assignment to kill you, it seemed like a sign that the time was right,” she tells me. “They said the operative assigned to you had failed and that I needed to clean up the mess. So, I took everything I’d collected over the years and disappeared. They’ve been hunting me ever since.”

      “How long have you been living here? In this safehouse?” I ask.

      “About a year,” she says. “I’ve watched you before, you know. Gave serious thought to approaching you.”

      “Why didn’t you, Kit?”

      “I was scared. And I was ashamed.”

      “Ashamed?”

      “Ashamed of what I’ve become,” she whispers, her voice thick with emotion. “Afraid of what you would think of me. I’m a monster, Blake. It’s what I am. It’s what I’ve become. I’ve done unspeakable things and I didn’t want to see that you thought that too. So I stayed away.”

      “You had no choice, Kit. You’re not a monster,” I tell her encouragingly. “If you didn’t do what they wanted, they would have killed you. You survived. And that’s nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing.”

      “I only survived because other people died. That is something to be ashamed of.”

      “It’s not. You had no choice,” I press. “They had a gun to your head the whole time. If you didn’t do what they wanted, they would have killed you. It’s that simple.”

      A wry laugh escapes her. “It’s funny hearing Miss Law and Order FBI Supergirl excusing away cold-blooded murder.”

      “I’m not excusing it away. I’m pointing out that there are mitigating factors,” I explain. “We do it all the time for a host of different reasons when prosecuting them. And I can promise you that I have never heard of a story like yours from any of the different killers I’ve dealt with over the course of my career.”

      I admit that it’s possibly hypocrisy at its finest. I’ve always believed that murderers deserve to be locked up and have the key thrown away. But this is different. Kit didn’t kill somebody while robbing a bank. She didn’t shoot someone out of petty revenge or out of cruelty. No, she was stolen from her home and groomed to be what she became. The blood on her hands isn’t her own. It belongs to the people who trained her to be what she is.

      Maybe it’s rationalizing an inconvenient fact about a loved one. Maybe I’m justifying the things she’s done or trying to alleviate her of the responsibility of taking a human life. Maybe I am a hypocrite. If that’s the case, I can live with that. Kit was ripped away from everything she knew and loved when she was nine years old. She was thrown into a world that was literally kill or be killed, and not only did she survive, she worked to destroy the entire thing from the inside. That takes a kind of strength and bravery that I might not even possess.

      “Anyway,” she goes on. “I knew when I disappeared, they’d task somebody else to take you out. That’s why I turned up at Annie’s when I did. I wanted to be close to protect you.”

      The final pieces of the puzzle finally fall into place, and I’m left in a state of utter disbelief. There are so many things I want to ask. So many things I want to understand. But to be honest, I don’t even know where to begin. We sit in silence for a long while, sipping our wine and staring into the flames in the hearth.

      Finally, Kit gets to her feet. “We should probably get some rest and pick this up in the morning. We’ve had a long day and I think we’ll both be better off if we sleep on everything I just told you.”

      I nod. “That’s fair,” I say as I stand and take her hand. “Thank you for telling me, Kit. Thank you for sharing that.”

      “Had to come out sooner or later.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, maybe. But I’m grateful you chose sooner. I feel like I understand you a lot better now.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” she replies glumly.

      “I am. It’s a very good thing,” I tell her simply. “I do just have two questions I need the answer to before we turn in.

      “All right.”

      “First—did you have anything to do with the deaths of the Supreme Court Justices?”

      She shuffles her feet and looks down at the ground but says nothing. That silence tells me all I need to know, and it’s probably better that I don’t know anything more. I clear my throat.

      “What’s your second question?”

      “Did you have anything to do with Mark Walton’s death?”

      “No,” she says simply. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “Do you know who did?”

      She nods. “The Đavole.”

      “Him again.”

      “Him again. And we’ll keep hearing about him until we put him down,” she nods. “Now, I’m going to go to bed. You should too. Goodnight, Blake.”

      I give her a sad smile. “Goodnight, Kit.”

      I head for my bedroom but don’t know that I’m going to be able to find sleep tonight.
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      Kit’s Safehouse; Overlake District, 41872 E. Whitecap Street, Redmond, WA

      “Here, use this,” Kit says. “It’s an encrypted phone.”

      She hands the phone to Astra so she can call Benjamin and let him know that she’s all right—more or less. I texted him and Rosie last night to let them know she is safe, but I know he will be overjoyed to actually hear her voice. I’m standing in the kitchen cooking breakfast for everybody. I’m feeling surprisingly refreshed after a night spent mostly tossing and turning. It’s not that I was having nightmares or was feeling completely anxious—I shockingly wasn’t, despite the hell of a night we had—but something was keeping me awake anyway.

      But I must have drifted off at some point, because I woke up this morning feeling strangely—good. Can’t explain it and don’t care to. I’m just going to enjoy it because I know it’s not going to last. These things never do. Eventually that other shoe is going to drop, and when it does, I’m sure it’s going to be nasty. It usually is. Kit wanders into the kitchen to give Astra a little privacy as she talks to her man. She looks down into the bowl I’m using and grins.

      “Blueberry waffles?” she asks.

      “Well, you didn’t have bananas, or I would have made you your Elvis waffles.”

      She laughs. “Blueberry has always been my second favorite.”

      I give her a grin. “I remember.”

      “You know, for a little while there, I was convinced you were the Đavole,” I tell her.

      A genuine laugh bursts from Kit’s mouth and she looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. She’s smiling wide and shaking her head.

      “Me? The Đavole?” she asks. “Flattering, but no. He is a legend.”

      “I kind of wonder if a legend is all he is,” I comment. “Or at least, more legend than substance.”

      She shakes her head. “He is the most lethal man on this planet. He only kills with a blade because he thinks guns aren’t sporting,” Kit says. “He enjoys what he does. Really enjoys it.”

      “Makes sense that he uses a blade then. It’s the most personal way to kill,” I note. “If he enjoys it, it would have to be personal for him. He’s also a raging psychopath at the very least. I can’t even imagine the host of mental issues he has. He’d be a psychologist’s dream.”

      “I wonder what they’d say about me,” Kit says.

      “You have issues, I’m sure. But then, you were abducted. Your parents were murdered,” I point out. “There isn’t a person on the planet who wouldn’t come through what you did and not have issues. But the important thing is, you stayed true to who you are. You found and nurtured that piece inside yourself that was just for you. That takes an enormous amount of courage and strength, Kit.”

      Kit starts taking things out of the cupboards for breakfast—plates, syrup, peanut butter. She isn’t saying anything, but I can see her chewing on my words. I can see she wants to believe me and alleviate the weight of the guilt pressing down on her, but she can’t get there quite yet. She’s still trapped in that dark spiral and it’s going to take her a little more time and help to get her out of it.

      “Did you know him? The Đavole?”

      She shakes her head. “He was in a class a few years ahead of me. I’ve only seen him at a distance once. That was enough for me,” she says. “Even at a distance, I could see there was something different about him. He just radiates evil. Malevolence. Even though we’ve never spoken a word to each other, I’m afraid of him.”

      “He sounds like a real charmer.”

      “I guess you don’t have to be to do what he does.”

      “And you were out hunting this guy? On your own?”

      “Trust me when I say that nobody but me can handle him,” she replies. “And I’m not entirely sure I can. I just know I wasn’t going to let him get to you.”

      I give her a smile and squeeze her hand then start making the waffles. “You want to get the table set?”

      “Sure thing.”

      After I finish making the waffles, I take the tray out to the table. Astra and Kit are already sitting there chatting like old friends. It’s good to see. It’s also really good to see that Astra is up and around again. I can tell she’s still in pain, but she’s doing her best to mask it.

      “All right, let’s dig in,” I announce.

      We serve up breakfast and tuck into our meals. The conversation is surprisingly loose and easy. There’s a lot of laughter and to me, it feels like a massive weight has been lifted off my shoulders. It feels like that dark thundercloud that’s been following me around and hanging over my head forever has moved on.

      I’m sure it’ll come back at some point, but I will gladly enjoy this temporary reprieve for as long as it lasts. It just seems right and good to be hanging out with my sister and my best friend. It’s something I never would have anticipated happening six months ago—but the fact that it is happening just proves how funny life can be and how quickly things can change.

      “The only thing that could make this breakfast better would be a pitcher of mimosas,” Astra grins.

      Kit and I laugh and nod in agreement. But with things starting to move, we need to be sharp and on our game. We’ll have plenty of time for mimosas when this is all over.

      “How is Benjamin doing?” I ask.

      “He’s rattled,” she replies. “But he’s all right. He just wants to see me. Wants proof that I’m actually alive and well.”

      “Well, you’re alive anyway,” I note with a laugh.

      “I’m fine. Bumps and bruises,” she argues.

      “And a possible fractured arm,” Kit notes. “Dr. Santos filled us in last night and suggested you get it looked at ASAP.”

      “You said hospitals were a no-go,” she frowns.

      “They are,” I reply. “In Washington. That’s why I’m going to talk to Rosie and get you and Benjamin on a plane for California as soon as possible.”

      “What? No,” Astra gasps. “I’m not bailing on you. Not when we’re this close to the end of the Thirteen.”

      “I can’t let you stay here,” I insist. “Not while the Đavole is hunting us. You’re in no condition to fight right now.”

      “But—”

      Kit shakes her head. “She’s right, Astra. You’re not in any shape to fight this man,” she says. “Believe me. You need to be one hundred percent to have any hope of beating him. And even that might not be enough.”

      “I want to make sure you and Benjamin are safe,” I add. “That’s the most important thing to me right now. And the safest place for you two is in California—far away from the Thirteen’s pet assassin.”

      Astra sighs and I can see the conflict on her face. This isn’t sitting well with her, but with the bomb about to drop and the Thirteen not having any compunction about going after loved ones, the best thing to do is get Astra and Benjamin out of the blast radius.

      “All right,” Astra finally relents. “Maybe a few days in the sunshine on a beautiful Southern California beach is just what the doctor ordered.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I cheer.

      “I’m sorry it’s come to this, Astra,” Kit says.

      Astra gives her that look she gives me when she’s about to verbally spank me. It’s kind of nice seeing it directed at somebody else for a change.

      “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for, Kit. And trust me when I say it would have come to this whether you were here or not,” she says. “Your sister is something of a magnet for trouble and the wheels were already in motion before you turned up. So, stop kicking your own butt, chin up, and go put a hurting on these pieces of garbage. Make it Biblical.”

      Kit smiled and laughed softly as she nodded. “Thank you, Astra. I—I needed that.”

      “Absolutely. I wish I were going into this fight with you. I really do.”

      “I wish you were too,” I tell her. “But it’ll do me a world of good to know you’re safe and out of the danger zone.”

      She frowns but I can tell she sees the wisdom in it, and she gives me a nod. I can see how badly she wants to be here in the thick of things. Astra is a fighter. Always has been. It must be killing her that now that the situation with the Thirteen is finally coming to a head, she’s going to have to sit on the sidelines.

      “I don’t like it, and I want to be there, but you’re right.”

      “Good. I’ll call Rosie and tell her we’re coming in. She can arrange to have a couple of US Marshals escort you to the airport and get you out of here safely,” I tell her.

      “So, do you guys have a plan?” she asks.

      I give her a grin. “We’re working on that.”

      “Yeah well, you better work faster,” she remarks. “It feels like the avalanche of crap is heading downhill and I don’t want you guys caught up in it. I expect that when we get back, the three of us are going for mimosas—many mimosas—because I am looking forward to getting to know you better, Kit Wilder. We have a lot to talk about.”

      Kit gives her a warm smile. “It’s a deal. And I’m looking forward to getting to know you as well.”

      A wan smile touches my lips. The vibe in the air is good and there are a lot of smiles around the table. There’s a real sense of hope and optimism crackling in the air between us. But this op could go sideways in a million different ways. I want Kit and Astra to have a chance to get to know each other. I think the three of us would be great together.

      So I hope we come through this intact. All of us. And I hope an endless mimosa brunch together is a deal we can keep.
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      Kit’s Safehouse; Overlake District, 41872 E. Whitecap Street, Redmond, WA

      After coordinating with Rosie—I make sure to loop her in this time—we get Astra and Benjamin squared away with the Marshals service and on a plane pointed at Southern California, we stop by my apartment before taking a circuitous route back to Kit’s safehouse just to make sure we weren’t followed. We get inside and Kit locked the door then set the alarm.

      Once we’re safely squirreled away inside the house, a nervous energy fills the air around us. I start to pace the living room as I think about our next steps. From the corner of my eye, I see Kit doing the same thing and I turn to her. Our eyes meet and we both burst into laughter. It’s not that it’s all that funny—it’s more of a tension breaker—and we both needed the laugh.

      “That’s a Mom thing,” Kit says.

      I nod, remembering the way our mother would pace through the house when she was stressed out or trying to solve a problem. It’s something we both obviously picked up from her without realizing it. I take a seat at the dining room table and try to focus my energy on the task at hand. Kit drops into the chair across from me and waits to hear what I’m going to say.

      I do my best thinking when I’m not thinking of the problem. I find that the answers usually come when I let my subconscious unravel the Gordian knot inside my head rather than trying to do it myself. What I need is something else to think about. Something else to focus my direct attention on. So, I figure delving into the past might be a good way to go.

      “So, tell me something,” I start. “You said you were collecting information for all those years, right?”

      She nods. “Yep. I sure did.”

      “Why did the Thirteen kill Mom and Dad?” I ask. “And their whole working group, actually. Why was everybody murdered?”

      “From what I’ve found, Mom and Dad’s working group tumbled onto the Thirteen. They were doing their thing even all the way back then,” she says. “They were putting together a case and somebody tipped off the Thirteen. Fearing they were going to be exposed, they acted. They sent out assassins to… ‘resolve the problem’,” she says with a note of disgust in her voice.

      “Resolve the problem. It sounds so cold. So clinical,” I muse.

      “It’s the lingo they use,” she replies. “You can’t rightly say I murdered those two people over an open phone line.”

      “Yeah, I guess not.”

      “I found Mom’s original files,” Kit says. “I’ve been using those as a basis for my own research and I’ve built out on it from there.”

      “Where is it all?”

      “Hidden,” she tells me. “Safe. Secure.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely,” she replies. “And for your own safety, I don’t want to tell you.”

      “Fair enough. I’m fine with that,” I nod. “But we are going to need to produce something if we want to get Mangold to the bargaining table.”

      “Worry not. I have copies on data sticks,” she replies. “Everything I’ve collected over the years is on a pair of them. Plus, you have yours, with the photos of his mass grave down in South America. It beats lugging around the boxes full of paper you were.”

      She gives me a small grin then laughs. I cock my head and stare at her, unsure of what the joke is. That only seems to make her laugh even harder.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You don’t even realize how much like Dad you are, is all,” she says.

      “What are you talking about?’

      “He preferred hard copy to a data stick, too. Just like you,” she says. “It just struck me as funny that you are so like him that you don’t even realize it.”

      “And you’re very like Mom in ways you don’t realize either.”

      “I guess we both have pieces of them buried within us.”

      I nod. “We do. And I like to think we got the best parts of them.”

      “Well, we certainly got some of the quirkiest, that’s for sure.”

      “Now that is the truth,” I admit with a chuckle.

      Our laughter fades and we lapse into silence. Once again, my mind turns to work on the problem at hand and I realize we only really have one play here. And if Mangold doesn’t bite, I’m not sure what we’re going to do.

      “Okay, the only thing we can do is try to make a deal with him,” I say. “I know he’s desperate to get his hands on the photos, so that’s going to be our biggest piece of leverage.”

      “That makes sense,” Kit agrees. “Nothing else in that box will ruin him like those photos. Those could actually land him in jail.”

      “Agreed.”

      “What if he doesn’t go for it? What if he tells us to get lost?” she asks, echoing my earlier fears.

      “I really don’t know what we’ll do if that happens,” I say. “I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. I’m hoping he’ll be sufficiently freaked out that we’ll release the photos, he’ll come to the table and give us what we want.”

      “If only the world were really that ideal.”

      I laugh softly. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I say. “Are you ready?”

      She nods. I swallow hard and try to rein in my nervous energy. I know I’ve been putting this off as long as I have because I don’t see this really working. It’s a long shot. But hey, sometimes long shots pay off. It’s just that after that debacle at the storage facility, I have a feeling the reclusive and paranoid Willem Mangold might be gun shy about coming back to another meeting with us.

      But if I’m in for a penny, I may as well be in for a pound. My hope is the fear of those pictures will be enough to get him to agree to a meet. I give myself a little shake. I can either sit here and worry about whether he’ll show up or not, or I can make the call and put the ball in motion. So, I snatch up my phone and punch in the number I have for him.

      I hit the speakerphone button and set it down on the table as the call goes through and we hear the line ringing. Surprisingly, it’s picked up on the second ring.

      “Agent Wilder, what a pleasant surprise,” he starts. “After our last little get-together, I didn’t imagine I would be hearing from you again. I’m pleased you called.”

      “Well, after our last little get-together, I didn’t think you’d actually take my call. So, I too, am surprised,” I reply. “And I apologize about your men. Good help is so hard to find.”

      “Yes, that was regrettable. But that is the price of doing business sometimes, unfortunately,” he says. “Worry not though, I have replacements already.”

      “Oh well, I’m glad to hear that.”

      “So, Agent Wilder, what is the nature of your call? Or were you just calling to extend your condolences to me?”

      I lick my lips nervously and look up at Kit. Her lips are compressed into a tight line on her face, but she returns my look and gives me a nod, encouraging me to go on.

      “I’m calling about business,” I tell him. “We never got to conclude ours the other night.”

      “No, that is true as well. And since I haven’t seen those photos on any news source, I am assuming you are still in possession of them.”

      “I am.”

      “And can I further assume you aren’t going to just hand them over out of the goodness of your heart, even though you got what was promised to you when we made our original deal?” he asks. “After all, Agent Russo is alive, well, and in the company of a small coterie of US Marshals headed for who knows where.”

      “Let’s not forget that at our last meeting, you did give your men an order to kill us,” I say. “So yes, if you want to prevent these photos from being published, there will now be an attempted murder fee tacked onto the price.”

      Kit covers her mouth to keep herself from laughing out loud. She gives me a smile, her eyes sparkling with mischief. I give her a wink then turn back to the phone.

      “And what is it you want, Agent Wilder?”

      “Mr. Mangold, I’m tired of working. I’m tired of chasing guys like you around the country. And I’m especially tired of guys like your lapdog, Senator Graham, trying to make their bones on my back,” I say. “Graham wouldn’t know what it takes to be a cop or a Bureau agent because he doesn’t have a lick of courage in his entire body. And yet, he still feels comfortable sitting up there in his ivory tower passing judgment on those of us who actually do the work and put our lives on the line for the ungrateful people in this country. I’m tired, Mr. Mangold.”

      “Well, that’s something I can certainly understand and relate to, Agent Wilder.”

      “Good. Then you understand why my starting price will be two billion dollars,” I say. “And going forward, I want ten percent of your yearly earnings.”

      “You have got to be out of your mind,” he says with a slight chuckle in his voice.

      “Actually, I am quite sane, you’ll find. And if you look at the bigger picture, you’ll see that my asking price is quite reasonable,” I reply. “Wouldn’t you say that investing ten percent of your earnings is simply a prudent investment in the future maintenance of your fortune? Think about how much money you stand to lose if those pictures are published. Dare I say—everything?”

      “This is outrageous. This is extortion,” he frowns, outrage coloring his voice.

      “I like to think of it as an exchange of goods and services. Your net worth has nearly tripled in the last two years. Last year you pulled in twenty billion. And that was just last year alone,” I reply. “By comparison, two billion dollars is a drop in the bucket for you. Whereas for me, it will allow me to live out a life of pampered luxury on the Caribbean island of my choice.”

      “You’re a federal officer, young lady—”

      “And you had a hand in murdering three sitting Supreme Court Justices over the last few years, which helped pave the way for your windfall,” I cut him off. “So, what is your point? You aren’t really going to try to play the moral high ground game with me, are you?”

      “My, my, you are just so cynical.”

      “A lifetime of public service can do that to a person,” I say. “So, what is your decision, Mr. Mangold? Will you give me a small taste of what you made last year? Or are you willing to roll the dice that you can withstand the firestorm of the people seeing exactly how you built your campus down in Bocasilva?”

      There’s a long pause on the line. I’m surprised that it’s taking this long for him to decide. It makes me think he’s actually considering giving me the money. Either that or he’s already trying to devise a plan to murder me in the most gruesome fashion possible. I’m just glad I’m not going to give him time to build a guillotine because I know he’d be putting that to use.

      The longer he remains silent though, the more my level of fear ramps up. It makes me wonder what he’s thinking about. To help nudge his thinking in the right direction, rather than in whatever direction it’s running now, I decide to give him a little push.

      “Tick-tock, Mr. Mangold,” I say. “What will it be? Give me a mere tenth of what you earned last year? Money you could find between the couch cushions? Or will you choose door number two and risk losing the other nine-tenths as you’re shipped off to prison for the rest of your life?”

      “I expected better of you, Agent Wilder.”

      “I don’t know why you would. Or did you think unabashed greed only applied to rich men like yourself?” I reply. “Oh, and just in case you’re thinking about another double-cross, my sister will be at an undisclosed location—one your men won’t be able to find her at—and unless I check in at our predetermined time, she will email copies of the photos to every newsroom in the country. Are we clear?”

      “Where and when?” he asks, his tone bitter and angry.

      “I’ll text you the information,” I say. “And I better not catch wind of any of your men lurking around. Especially your pet assassin, the Đavole,” I say. “Remember, I know how much you cherish the solitude and privacy in your hermitage, so you’d do well to keep in mind that if anything happens to me, we’ll make you the most famous man in America. You’ll be so famous, they’ll be driving tour buses past your house just to snap pictures of you.”

      I disconnect the call and let out a long breath as Kit bursts into laughter.

      “Oh my God, you were brilliant,” she says. “That was a terrific performance.”

      “Think he bought it?”

      “Absolutely. One hundred percent.”

      “Think he’s going to try to kill me anyway?”

      “Absolutely. One hundred percent,” Kit crows.

      I laugh and shake my head. “Come on. Let’s get ready for showtime.”

      My stomach churns as the fear washes through me. The stage is set, and all the players are taking their places. All I can do now is hope that when the curtain falls, that stage isn’t going to look like some Shakespearian tragedy.
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      Nakamura Sculpture Garden; Capitol Hill District, Seattle, WA

      The night is overcast again. The sky is an ugly shade of gray that looks more like smudged ash in the heavens than clouds. I walk through the doorway in the fence that surrounds the sculpture park. Set on an acre of land at the edge of the Capitol Hill District, the Nakamura Sculpture Garden houses more than sixty different sculptures of various mediums and inspirations.

      I’d told Mangold to meet us in the section titled “Nightmares and Hellscapes,” just because I thought it was funny. As I wander along the path, taking in the visual representation of what’s in people’s minds, I find myself suddenly concerned about humanity as a whole. As I come around the corner of what looks like a giant head eating a smaller one, I spot Mangold sitting on a bench beneath a sculpture that represents the Devil—made out of beer cans. There’s something strangely poetic about that to me.

      I walk over and sit on the bench on the other side of the narrow pathway that runs between them. I lean back and stare at him, then glance meaningfully at the large duffel bag sitting on the bench beside him.

      “You know, you really should feel bad about what you’re doing here,” he comments. “This is a robbery?”

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “Do you feel bad when you’re bilking people out of far more than what you’re giving me here today? I mean, seriously?

      “That’s business. Deals are made and sometimes, people lose money on it,” he says. “That’s merely business.”

      “And so is this,” I point out. “You are funding my retirement—early retirement, I should say.”

      “And here I thought you were one of the good ones. One of the stand-up people inside the Bureau,” he says. “Color me surprised.”

      I laugh softly. “Are you seriously trying to shame me? I don’t think you have any leg to stand on here. All I want is money. Among the various sundry crimes you’ve committed that I know about, you murdered eight hundred people. Are you seriously trying to compare the two things? Are you seriously trying to compare us?”

      “A crime is a crime.”

      “That’s true,” I admit. “But even our justice system recognizes that some crimes are more heinous than others. That’s why if I were to be arrested for extortion, I wouldn’t do a fraction of the time you would do for mass murder, conspiracy, hiring a hitman… oh, and I’m sure if I dug around I’d probably find some money laundering, insider trading, racketeering... need I continue?”

      He scoffs. “You speak as if you knew those people. As if you cared for them,” he spits, his voice tight with anger. “They were… dirt people. They lived in hovels. They didn’t matter. They were standing in the way of progress.”

      “They had families, Mr. Mangold,” I say. “They mattered to somebody.”

      “If that were true, and they truly mattered, then why was there no outrage about it when we put them in the ground?” he asks. “I’ll tell you why, Agent Wilder. Nobody cares about them. Nobody cared about it in the Philippines. Nobody cared when the Standard Fruit Company did it in Honduras. Nobody cared about it in Panama or all those massacres in the Dominican Republic. Nobody cared about it in Cambodia. Nobody cared when the Contras did it with some very patriotic backing. No raised red flags. No throngs of torches and pitchforks. Nobody but you has said boo about the people of Bocasilva, and they’ve been in the dirt for a good, long while now. The sad truth is, they didn’t matter. Everything I’ve done has just been one part of a long history of progress.”

      His words hit me like a hammer blow. I want to vomit. It’s all I can do to keep the mask that I don’t care about these people. That I’m only in it for the money. But to tell the truth, even pretending that I don’t care makes me sick.

      “You know what? You disgust me,” I say. “Let’s get this business done so I can get out of here and go take a hot bleach shower.”

      “So dramatic,” he mutters. “Do you have what you promised?”

      I hold up the keyring that contains the three drives. “Here are all of the drives. Two have all of the information I’ve collected about the Thirteen,” I tell him. “And the third has the photos of the mass grave you buried at your Paraguay campus. Your turn.”

      Before he can say a word, I see the shadow moving among the shadows behind him. Mangold sits perfectly still, a smarmy smile on his face.

      “You do realize when I don’t call in, my sister will release those photos,” I add. “You’d be wise to call off the Đavole, Mr. Mangold.”

      He doesn’t though, and it’s as if I’m watching a shadow come to life bleed out of the darkness of the sculpture park. Dressed in black from head to toe, a balaclava on his head, I can’t get a good sense of the assassin. He’s probably just under six feet tall and lean. He’s wearing a long-sleeved black shirt that hugs the taut, corded muscles in his arms, and a black utility vest over that. He cuts an imposing figure, I’ll give him that.

      “I know how to find your sister, Agent Wilder. In fact, I have a couple of men headed to that safehouse she keeps in Redmond as we speak.”

      I shake my head. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “When you’re in my position, with my wealth and influence, you will find that information can be had with a single word,” he replies. “There is no information that is unavailable to me.”

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that,” I say. “Christmas.”

      I see Mangold’s eyes widen as I speak the code word, the realization of what is happening dawning on him. And all at once, the scene erupts into chaos. The Đavole charges me, a pair of long-bladed daggers suddenly appearing in his hands seemingly out of nowhere. Before he can reach me though, another figure in black—smaller, with a lean, lithe body—sweeps in and takes his legs out from under him. The assassin hits the hard-packed ground with a thud and his teeth clack together audibly.

      Kit rolls away and is on her feet in the blink of an eye. Dressed in her own set of black tactical pants, boots, a long-sleeved black shirt, Kevlar-reinforced tactical vest, and balaclava, she too is impressive to look at. The assassin is on his feet again and faces down my little sister. They slowly began to circle each other, taking their measure, and probing for weaknesses.

      My heart is in my throat for Kit. I’m terrified for her. If the Đavole is half as good as his legend says he is, she might be in real trouble.

      And not because she isn’t a competent fighter. Seeing her in action before proved to me that she is a beast. She’s fast and graceful, can deliver a multitude of blows from a host of different angles, and is an efficient and compact fighter. What she doesn’t have, which falls in his favor, is the length his taller frame gives him. His arms are far longer than hers, meaning she’s got to slip inside his guard if she’s going to do any real damage—a difficult and frightening prospect.

      As they complete another circle, I notice that Kit has a pair of daggers in her hands, mirroring him as they move. All around us, the night is filled with pulsing red and blue lights and shouting voices. Bureau agents clad in windbreakers pour into the garden through the northern entrance, lights atop their weapons sweeping left and right, the bright beams cutting through the darkness.

      As I watch, Bureau agents, as well as a few SPD officers, fall upon men—Mangold’s men—who were hiding in the shadows. I watch as they’re hooked up with plastic cuffs and led out of the park—men I didn’t even know were there. A quick count shows me there were probably a couple dozen heavily armed men hiding amongst the statues—all of whom are now thankfully in the custody of Detective TJ Lee and his officers.

      But where is Mangold?

      I hear Kit cry out and I spin in her direction. She’s locked up with the assassin and there are half a dozen Bureau agents forming a loose ring around Kit and the assassin, not knowing exactly what to do. Kit and the Đavole spar in a flurry of limbs and blades whirling so fast, they’re simply a blur of movement.

      He strikes. She parries. She raises her knee. He dodges and counters with a flash of his blade. Kit dances back just in time, the fabric of her shirt parting to reveal a thin red slice along her skin. Thankfully, it doesn’t look too serious. She lets out a cry and throws a fist. He blocks. She flips her arm around and takes hold of his wrist, pulling his arm down as she raises her dagger in a beeline for his stomach. The Đavole yanks both arms down, breaking her grip and deflecting her blade with his own.

      Feint and parry, dart in, cut, slice, dart out. Both of them are mirroring each other and I have to wonder if they know they’re doing it. It makes sense though—they both trained at the same school with the same instructors. Of course their fighting styles are similar. When he turns, I see that Kit’s scored a couple of slices along his unprotected areas as well and feel a flush of pride to go along with the stark terror I feel for her. As much as I want to tell the agents to shoot him, I know they won’t. With a civilian as close to him as she is, they will not risk her life.

      Technically, the agents should subdue both of them and sort it out after. But I can’t blame them for standing there watching. As I look around, I see awe on the faces of everybody in the gathering crowd. It’s not often you actually see people who bring a knife to a gunfight. More than that though, watching two highly trained masters with a blade going at it is an amazing thing to witness. It’s like a beautifully choreographed dance between the two combatants as they spin, twirl, slash, and thrust. It really is something to see.

      Movement in the corner of my eye draws my attention and I see Mangold slipping among the statues, creeping his way toward the southern entrance. With all the action at the northern door, the southern path is clear, so the worm known as Willem Mangold is trying to slither his way to freedom. Yeah, not on my watch.

      I push my way through the thickening crowd around the two combatants, a buzz of excited conversation hanging over the growing crowd. I’m sure some of them are taking bets. But my attention is solely where it needs to be. On Willem Mangold. I sprint after him, determined that he’s not going to get away this time. I shadow him from a distance, not wanting to spook him just yet. I’m not sure if he’s armed and I don’t want anybody to get hurt.

      I keep to the shadows and flitting from sculpture to sculpture, running almost parallel with him. And when he gets to the open path that leads to the southern gate, he makes a break for it. I break cover and sprint after him. He must have heard me coming because as I close the distance, he wheels around. I only catch a glimpse of the gun in his hand. Acting on instinct, I throw myself to the side as the thunderous explosion rings in my ears.

      A bright light of pain scores my side along my rib cage. I grunt and bear the pain. Mangold has already turned and continued bolting for the door. The gunshot must have drawn the attention of the crowd of agents watching my sister battle the Devil, because I hear shouts of alarm and the thunderous stampede of footsteps behind me. I grit my teeth and press on, summoning every ounce of energy in my body for the final sprint.

      For an older man, Mangold is surprisingly spry—and fast. But he is not going to outrun me. And the agents closing in from behind are not going to overtake me. Mangold is mine. The slice of pain along my ribs is throbbing. I feel the blood, warm and thick, spilling down my side, but I ignore it as best as I can and push on. I barrel forward, closing the distance between me and Mangold.

      Ten yards.

      I can hear his breathing. It’s labored and ragged—and matches mine.

      Five yards.

      My legs and lungs are burning. I’m silently cursing myself for sitting at home drinking wine instead of staying in top physical condition.

      Two yards.

      He must realize it’s over and I’m going to catch him, because he stops and pivots, bringing his gun hand to bear. I turn on whatever’s left of my afterburners, lower my shoulder, and drive straight through him. As I connect with his body and feel it give way before me, Mangold buckles. And as I’m driving him to the ground, I hear his gun go off again, though I’m sure it’s a harmless shot into the air. A moment later, I hear the hard metallic thud of his weapon hitting the concrete path and know he’s defenseless now.

      Mangold grunts heavily as we hit the ground, my shoulder driving hard into his solar plexus. I hear the wind leave his lungs in a loud, “oomph,” and he lays where he is, stunned and probably hurting. Behind me, I hear a lot of “oohs’ and “aahs” as well as laughter that’s bordering on hysterical.

      I have no idea what’s so funny but I literally could not care less. I have the man who ordered the murders of my parents. Who abducted my sister and groomed her to be a hired killer. The rage flows through me, the darkness filling my veins.

      I’m straddling Mangold’s chest, staring down into his wide-open eyes. He looks stunned and is gasping, fighting for every breath. I’m suddenly aware of the weight of the weapon on my belt. The urge floods me to pull it and put a bullet through his face. With every second that passes, the urge grows stronger. It’s rapidly approaching the point where I don’t think I’ll be able to resist. My weapon is singing a siren song and I’m feeling powerless to ignore it.

      I aim my gun straight for his head and cock it. I’m ready to end this.

      For the eight hundred people he callously slaughtered—and who knows how many untold more.

      For the three Supreme Court Justices he murdered to satiate his own greed.

      For Gina Aoki and Mr. Corden, who were killed to stop me from finding out the truth.

      For Mark Walton, who I believe really did love me.

      For my parents.

      But then I feel a hand fall on my shoulder, and when I look up, I see my little sister looking back at me. She’s taken a few licks. Her eye is black and she’s got a shallow slice along her cheek. The blood is spilling down her face from the wound, but she barely seems to notice it. She’s got a pair of slices, one on each arm, and one along her ribs—in roughly the same area Mangold’s bullet grazed mine.

      Kit is looking at me as if she’s reading my mind. As if she can see the primal desires coursing through me. As if she can see the need for vengeance blossoming in my heart. Her hand is on my shoulder and she gives it a gentle squeeze.

      “Don’t do it, Blake. You got him. You win,” she says softly. “Don’t become like me.”

      Her words hit me hard and make me recoil. I look at Kit and shake my head. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t let the monster out, Blake,” she presses. “If you do, you’ll never get it back in the cage.”

      I look down at Mangold and he must see it in my face. He must know I’m deciding whether he’s going to live or die in this moment, because he looks absolutely terrified. Slowly, I get to my feet and step away. Commander Morgan steps in and secures Mangold with plastic cuffs, then hauls him to his feet.

      “Get him out of here,” Morgan orders a couple of the agents.

      I watch as they march Mangold away, slowly coming back to myself as the black rage inside of me ebbs. Kit gives me a smile and an approving nod. Morgan claps me on the back and laughs, his voice a deep, rich baritone.

      “That was a hell of a form tackle there, SSA Wilder,” he says. “Textbook.”

      I laugh and feel my cheeks flare with warmth. “Thanks, Commander.”

      “If you ever want to put those tackling skills to use, come out and join our football team,” he adds with a wide smile. “You’re a way bigger hitter than half the team.”

      He walks off laughing and I notice most of the other agents are giving me a thumbs-up as they head back to the staging area, leaving Kit and me standing there alone. I try gathering my thoughts and calm myself down. I came close to crossing that line. Really close. But I didn’t. It’s something I will have to tell myself over and over again.

      “I know,” Kit says, the melancholy on her face undoubtedly matching my own. “But you did it, Blake. It’s over.”

      “We did it,” I correct her. “Are you all right?”

      She nods. “I’ve taken worse wounds sparring.”

      I laugh softly. “What happened up there?”

      “Turns out even the world’s best assassin isn’t much against a dozen armed men. Somebody got tired of waiting for the fight to end and stepped in,” she shrugs. “Shot him in the chest with a beanbag.”

      I stare at her for a moment, waiting for the punchline. But I see she’s serious and can’t help but burst into laughter. She frowns for a moment, obviously disappointed that she didn’t get to finish the fight, but she eventually joins me in laughter. Eventually, it dissipates, and we’re left watching the mop-up of the scene near the north entrance. Considering the fact that we swept up a whole haul of Mangold’s guys, and one of the preeminent assassins on this planet, it’s a pretty good night. I feel good about it. But there’s one thing that makes it all the sweeter.

      “We finally did it, Kit,” I smile. “We finally got the guy who ordered the murder of our folks.”

      She cocks her head and looks at me. “What do you mean?”

      “Mangold,” I say. “He ordered our parents’ murder.”

      Kit shook her head. “No, he didn’t,” she tells me. “He did a lot of horrible things, but he actually had nothing to do with the death of our folks. That guy is still out there.”

      A yawning chasm opens in the pit of my stomach as I look at my sister, not wanting to believe what she’s saying. I taste the bile in the back of my throat and feel my legs growing week. I force myself to remain standing and push down the nausea.

      He’s still out there. I can’t believe it.
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      Office of Senator Daniel Graham, Russell Senate Office Building; Washington DC

      A week after we arrested Mangold, the rest of the dominoes started to fall. The fallout from the scandal has been vast and all-encompassing. To date, more than one hundred and thirty people have been arrested as part of the Thirteen. Lawyers, doctors, Congressmen, judges, titans of industry, and of course, US Senators, have all been swept up in the ever-expanding probe that’s based on the information Kit put together.

      The effect of this scandal has been seismic. Nothing short of biblical. This very minute, what’s left of the House of Representatives is meeting to consider articles of impeachment of Justices Witkowski, Havers, and Pearce. It’s more a formality at this point, since it was proven all three of them were intimately involved with the inner workings of the Thirteen. They were all part of it, planted on the Court specifically to vote on key cases the way the Thirteen’s leadership told them to.

      And the bottom line of this entire conspiracy was exactly what Gina Aoki said it was all about—money. Money and power. And being able to influence the Court ensured they would have plenty of both. It infuriates me that these men who already each had more money than God felt like they needed to murder and manipulate from the shadows just to get a tiny taste more. But that’s greed for you.

      And now, what’s left of the House is going to impeach them and what’s left of the Senate will vote to convict and remove them. It’s the most bipartisan thing I’ve seen Congress do in a long, long time.

      “So, how’d you convince Rosie to let you do this?” Astra asks.

      “I’m a very persuasive individual,” I reply. “Though to be honest, I didn’t have to try very hard. Rosie was glad to let me handle this one.”

      Astra laughs and walks down the corridor with me, half a dozen agents in FBI windbreakers at our backs. After spending a few days lounging on a beach, Astra came back to Seattle specifically because she wanted to be on hand for this—fractured arm in a sling and all.

      “I’m glad she left this mess for you to clean up, because I wasn’t going to miss this for the world,” she says.

      “There’s nobody I’d rather have by my side to do this than you.”

      As we march down the hall like an invading army, the crowd in the corridor parts like the Red Sea. Staffers, visitors, and other Senators watch us walk by with expressions of trepidation mixed with relief on their faces. I swear I hear a few of them muttering words of thanks that we aren’t there for them.

      We get off the elevator on the second floor and proceed down the corridor, the arrest warrant in my pocket feeling like it’s growing warmer the closer we get to his office. I turn to Astra and flash her a grin.

      “Did you call your friend?” I ask.

      She nodded. “Are you kidding? Of course I did,” she replies.

      “Excellent.”

      We barge through the doors of Senator Graham’s office dramatically, startling the receptionist and the half dozen people waiting in the outer chamber. His receptionist, a tall, willowy blonde, jumps in our way and holds her hands out.

      “Senator Graham is in a meeting,” she barks. “You cannot go in there.”

      I look at her hands then into her eyes. “Get out of our way right now or I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice,” I demand, my voice low. “Do you understand?”

      “But—”

      “I said now.”

      The blonde melts away, slipping behind her desk, and I can see by the look on her face she’s already putting together a list of potential employers. We push through the doors into Graham’s inner office and find that he is indeed in a meeting. If you call a young, twenty-something brunette wearing next to nothing sitting on his lap a meeting. He looks at us like a deer frozen in the headlights. His mouth is opening and closing in a passable imitation of a fish out of water. The brunette squeaks and jumps off his lap.

      We give her a minute to get dressed and get out. By the time she’s out the door, a little disheveled but none the worse for wear, Graham seems to have gotten his mojo back. He gets to his feet, his face dark with rage. His eyes bore into mine.

      “What is the meaning of this, Agent Wilder?” he growls. “You have no right—”

      He bites off his words as the sound of all of us snickering and laughing reaches his ears. Astra is outright howling, and the agents behind us can’t hold their snorts in but are trying like the devil to do so.

      “Umm, Senator Graham?” I manage to say through chuckles. “You have a little problem.”

      “A little problem is right,” Astra adds, waving her pinky at him, which touches off bursts of laughter from our guys.

      Graham looks down and his face turns a shade of red not commonly found in nature as he realizes his pants are down. He quickly turns his back to us, which seems to be some sort of a signal, because it’s at that moment all of us guffaw loudly at his expense. Graham takes a moment to compose himself—and tuck his shirt back in—and turns back to us, his face dark with rage.

      “How dare you,” he hisses. “How dare you barge in here. And how dare you for being so disrespectful. I am a United States Senator.”

      “Yeah, but you really are only the junior Senator,” Astra mutters, which touches off another round of laughter.

      “All right, all right,” I say, trying to get control of the situation. “Senator Graham, we have a warrant for your arrest.”

      “My arrest? What are you talking about?” he sputters. “Wilder, you have crossed the line. You’ve gone too far—”

      Astra holds out her tablet and hits play. On the screen, we see Graham with some businesspeople who were meeting with him with the hope he would support their bid for a new casino along the Mississippi River waterfront. For a couple of minutes, everything seems kosher. But then they hand Graham a thick envelope, which he opens and allows us all to clearly see the stack of money inside.

      The scene flips to the following day where the measure allowing them to build a casino is being voted on, and wouldn’t you know it? Senator Graham flipped his vote, which carried the measure and allowed the casino to move forward.

      “You are deliberately misinterpreting that,” he shouts. “That is not what it looked like. You’re spinning this to make me look bad.”

      “There is a lot more for you to watch if you’d like,” I tell him. “I guess now we know how you got that second home on the lake and drive such a nice car.”

      “Screw you, Wilder.”

      “Pass, thanks.”

      “We also have a search warrant to allows us access to search your office, your home, and your apartment,” Astra says, handing him copies of the warrants. “I’m sure you’ll find that everything is in order.”

      As if that’s their cue, the agents start tearing Graham’s office apart. He’s still standing behind his desk, his face pale, his eyes wide, and an expression of bewilderment in his eyes. I walk over to him, relishing every step.

      “Please put your hands behind your back, sir,” I order.

      He doesn’t comply. Instead, he turns and glares at me, the hatred on his face more than clear. I just smile sweetly at him.

      “Hands behind your back, Senator,” I repeat.

      “Senator for now,” Astra mutters.

      He raises his hand and points at Astra, his face twisted with rage. He opens his mouth to deliver what I’m sure is going to be some clever and cutting remark, but before he can get it out, I grab hold of his arm and twist it savagely behind his back. He squeals in outrage as his head bounces off his desk. I slap the cuff on one wrist, then twist his other harm behind him and cuff that one too.

      Grabbing the collar of his jacket, I yank him upward into a standing position. His hair is suddenly askew and his tie is all wonky. He looks disheveled, which will play great with the cameras that will be waiting outside. I’m hoping that Astra’s guy was able to put together a proper send-off for him.

      “Hey guys, can you forward anything you find to the Seattle Field Office?” I call.

      “No sweat, boss,” one of them replies.

      Pushing Graham ahead of me, I hear him sniff. “Please,” he says. “Can you at least do me the kindness of taking me out a side door?”

      “Oh, is that sort of like the kindness you were going to do for me, only if I dirtied up Kathryn Hedlund for you?” I ask.

      “Come on, that was politics.”

      “And so is this.”

      We take him down to the first floor and march him toward the front doors. I can feel him trying to resist. Trying to push back against us so we can’t force him outside.

      “Be a man, Tiny Tim,” Astra crows. “You created this mess for yourself. Now, you should suck it up and handle the consequences. You got yourself into this. Nobody else. So, it’s time to be a big boy—sorry, poor choice of words, but you know what I mean. Oh, and don’t forget to give them your good side, short stack.”

      I’m biting my lip to keep myself from laughing, but Astra is not making his easy. Not at all. We push through the doors and step out into the morning sun and into the vast sea of reporters, all of them waiting for their glimpse of Senator Graham’s fall from grace. The crowd immediately begins shouting questions at him, yelling over one another as if they think Graham will answer. The click of the cameras is almost deafening.

      “You’re going to pay for this, Wilder. I am going to get you,” Graham growls in my ear.

      “Will this be before or after you spend twenty years in prison?” I ask.

      “I’m going to talk to Hedlund. I’ll have her start a professional inquiry into you. Allege abuse of power,” he rants. “She’ll make you pay for what you’re doing.”

      “Think so, huh?”

      “I know so.”

      We make our way down the long corridor that had been set up between the sea of reporters and to the black SUV waiting at the curb. We push him into the back seat, and I strap him in. It takes Astra a minute to climb in with her arm in a sling, but she manages. I climb in behind the wheel and start the engine, then pull away from the curb and drive off.

      “So, speaking of Hedlund,” I say. “Astra, you want to do the honors?”

      “Gladly”, she replies, twisting around in her seat to show him the screen of her tablet again. He flinches as if she’s beaten him with it, which makes me laugh. She hits play and on the screen, the reporter is talking about the “shocking new developments” in the botched raid on a peaceful compound.

      “… again, if you’re just joining us, we’re standing outside Representative Kathryn Hedlund’s office waiting for her to step out and address the crowd, which is growing by the hour. We’ve all heard the testimony before the Senate Oversight Committee that the raid was planned and carried out by a joint FBI-ATF task force. Hedlund herself has denied having any role in the raid whatsoever. Yet, in this shocking new video taken from inside the FBI’s situation room, we can clearly see that it is Hedlund who is all but directing the raid and ordering SWAT teams to fire. Joining us next is a man who…”

      “Show him the next one, Astra. Show him, I can’t wait to see his face,” I say with a laugh.

      “On it,” she grins.

      “I don’t want to see anymore,” he groans.

      “That’s fine, don’t watch,” I say. “Just listen”

      “Tonight, on Channel Four news at ten, we have obtained shocking new video that shows US Senator Daniel Graham bribing Seattle Police Deputy Chief Ricardo Torres. In the video, we can hear Graham asking him to, quote, ‘sideline Agent Wilder permanently.’ It’s a chilling message to send, and we can only assume that he is referring to the FBI’s Supervisory Special Agent Blake Wilder of the Seattle Field Office, who gained fame as one of the Bureau’s top profilers. There is still much we don’t know, but we are working to bring you the facts of the case. This, of course, has shaken up the SPD, who has announced that Detective TJ Lee will serve as interim Deputy Chief. Lee has vowed to look into this matter and bring much-needed reform to the SPD—”

      Astra turns off her tablet and sits back in her seat, eyes facing front looking like the cat that ate the canary. I glance in the rearview mirror and can see the horror dawning on his face. He knows just how screwed he is now, and I can all but hear Graham screaming to himself inside. Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.
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      Tranquil Hills Cemetery; Cockeysville, MD

      The sky overhead is a dull, beaten gray, but the intermittent showers have left the world around us clean and fresh. A cool wind blows, stirring the leaves that litter the ground as Kit and I walk up the hill toward the towering oak tree. We get to the top and look around. From here, we have a view of Cockeysville, our former home. The place we grew up. Or at least, the place we were starting to grow up anyway. The place where our lives were forever altered.

      The town of Cockeysville is spread out before us. The leaves on the trees are vibrant shades of yellow, orange, and even red. After eighteen years away, it doesn’t look like much has changed down there, even if the entire world around it has. The town is quaint, but it’s gorgeous and I’m seeing it in a way I never did as a child.

      As I’ve gotten older, I’ve learned to have an appreciation for the natural beauty in the world. I cling to it tightly, unwilling to let it go. It’s probably because I see so much of the uglier side of the world and its people on a daily basis. In fact, it’s that ugly side of the world that’s brought us here today.

      It’s been a month since we put former Senator Daniel Graham, Willem Mangold, and all the members of the Thirteen we were able to round up in prison. Their trials won’t be calendared for some time, but when they are, I’m sure I’ll be called to testify, which will plunge me back into my first exposure to the ugliest side of the world. But I’ll do my duty eagerly. Actually, I’m more than eager to help put these monsters away for the rest of their lives. To dispense justice on behalf of our mother and our father.

      And to dispense justice for Kit too, who had her life stolen from her every bit as much as our parents. Yes, she may be alive, but those parts of her I knew as a child are long gone. That innocence was killed the same day our parents were. The woman she’s become is remarkable in so many ways, but she’ll never be that little girl who was my kid sister again. I know that now. Where she once had unbridled joy and a zest for life, now she has a bottomless well of darkness inside of her. She finds joy in certain things, but she’ll never truly be joyful again. And that zest for life is gone entirely. Now, she moves from day to day, just trying to survive. She spends her days looking over her shoulder and trying to decide if that’s the day she should run.

      “You doing all right?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yeah, I’m all right.”

      “Well, this is it,” I say. “This is their final resting place. We did it, Kit. We made it here.”

      She looks up at me and I see her eyes shimmering with tears. She purses her lips and tries to bite them back, not wanting to let them fall. Kit usually has such amazing control over her emotions, but this time, that control has slipped, and the tears are spilling down her pale cheeks. I pull her into a tight embrace and just hold her, letting her cry for a little while. Eventually, she pulls back and gives me a sad smile.

      “Sorry,” she whispers.

      “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      Kit turns and looks at the ground. She kneels down and wipes the leaves off the two black veined marble plaques I’d had set into the ground to mark the final resting place of our parents. She runs the tips of her fingers over their names, tracing the letters and the dates of their birth and death. She lays the flowers she brought between their plaques and just looks at them, letting the tears fall and making no effort to stop them.

      “The plaques are beautiful, Blake.”

      “I thought it seemed like something they would like.”

      She nods. “I think you’re right.”

      I put a hand on her shoulder and squeeze.

      “Do you believe in Heaven?” she asks.

      We weren’t a super religious family growing up, but our parents did always enjoy attending mass now and then. They thought the traditional services were beautiful and usually found something in the sermons that applied to them. My relationship with religion crashed and burned the day our parents died. I couldn’t understand that if there really was a God up there, why he would allow what happened to my family to happen. How could God let my parents be murdered and my sister abducted? It made me see God in a whole new and unfavorable way. I haven’t set foot inside a church since then. Well, not counting that bar in Seattle Paxton likes to frequent—but it’s not technically a church anymore.

      “Do you? Believe in Heaven?” she presses.

      “I guess. Sure,” I shrug.

      “So, you think you’ll see our folks again after—well—after you die?”

      “I suppose so. Where are you going with this?”

      “I was hoping that if you do—if you see them again—that you could pass on a message to them for me?”

      I laugh softly. “Why don’t you pass on your own message?”

      She turns and looks at me, her eyes filled with sadness and torment.

      “Because I’m not getting into Heaven. There’s no way I deserve to go to my eternal reward with the things I’ve done and the life I’ve lived.

      “Kit, that’s silly.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah. It is. “You’re a good person, Kit. You’ve got a good heart.”

      “You don’t know half the things I’ve done, Blake. I mean, you know I killed people,” she says. “But I’ve done so much worse than that.”

      It’s hard for me to imagine doing something worse than killing somebody. But I’m going to take her word for it. But even then, I still don’t think that’s a one-way ticket to damnation. I squat down beside Kit and look into her eyes, holding her gaze firmly.

      “That’s what grace and salvation are for, Kit,” I tell her, trying to remind her of her Catholic roots. “Forgive yourself and ask for forgiveness. Do that and mean it, and you’ll see our parents again.”

      “Think so?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I think so.”

      I kneel down beside her and help clean the rest of the leaves off their plaques. We sit there in silence for a while, each of us consumed by our own thoughts. But just being next to her brings me tremendous comfort. And I hope I do the same for her. Eventually, our silence melts away and we begin trading stories from our childhoods. It isn’t long before we’re laughing and reminiscing. All the goofy things Mom and Dad got themselves into. The time we went to a waterpark and Kit was too afraid to go on the big slide, so Mom held her in her lap and went down with her. The time I scraped my knee at school and Kit thought someone was bullying me, so she challenged a boy twice her size to a fight. The times Dad would come home and sweep us both up on his shoulders, even if both of us were too old for it. We didn’t mind.

      My hope is that in time, Kit will learn to let go of the past. To let go of the pain. I know she’s never going to be little nine-year-old Kit again. She’s lost that optimism and energy for life. But I hope and pray that she can find a sense of joy that’s lasting, not just in small moments here and there. I hope that she’ll someday be able to remember all the good things about growing up here. That she won’t always associate our parents and our life before with pain and death. I hope she’ll one day be able to remember the warmth and love.

      My phone buzzes and I look down at the text message I received.

      “Annie wants us to come for dinner when we get back,” I say.

      “She always wants us to come for dinner.”

      “Right?” I bark out a laugh.

      She turns to me. “Thanks for this. Thank you for doing this with me.”

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder. “Of course. Anytime.”
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      Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

      “Hey Kit? You home?” I call out as I drop my keys into the dish on the table and set my bag down beside it. “I was thinking we could do Thai tonight. What do you think?”

      I’m greeted by silence. After locking the door and setting the alarm behind me, I step into the living room and look around. She’s not curled up on the couch with her book and she’s not in the kitchen.

      “Kit,” I call out again.

      Thinking she’s perhaps taking a nap, I walk down the hall to her room and knock softly on the door. When I get no answer, I open it and step inside. She’s not asleep either.

      “Huh,” I say to myself.

      I wonder if she’s out picking up food or maybe just out for a walk. I’m just about to leave the room when a strange feeling washes over me. And as I stand in the middle of her room though, I get the feeling that something isn’t right. I can’t place what it is right off the bat, but as I stand here, understanding slowly washes over me. The room feels empty not just because she’s not in it, but because she’s left. As in, left and isn’t coming back. The room feels vacant.

      Feeling the icy grip of panic squeezing my heart, I quickly rifle through the drawers in the dresser and the desk, only to find them all empty. I run to the closet—it too, is empty. So are her suitcases. The realization that Kit’s gone—again—hits me like a sledgehammer. My legs are turning to jelly, so I sit on the edge of the bed and bury my face in my hands, letting the tears flow freely.

      I don’t understand it. I don’t understand why she’d leave. Ever since we took down the Thirteen, things have been going amazingly well. We’ve really reconnected and started to build the family neither of us has had for most of our lives. Things couldn’t have been better. I don’t understand why she’d just pick up and leave like this without a note, without a heads up, without—anything. It makes no sense.

      I know it’s irrational, but part of me is terrified she’s been taken again. Only this time, they made it look like she left on her own. As we worked the Thirteen case, I had assumed all along it was Mangold who’d orchestrated my parents’ death and Kit’s abduction. Finding out that it wasn’t him at all was a heavy blow. My assumptions were wrong. It seemed to be a common theme throughout that case.

      But Kit told me the man who ordered our parents killed and her abducted was somebody else entirely. She didn’t give me a name—I’m not sure she even knows it—but he’s still out there somewhere. He’s still roaming free. And there’s part of me that’s afraid he’s taken her again as retribution for what we did in dismantling the Thirteen.

      The sound of a phone ringing pulls me out of my head, and I leap up, sure it’s Kit calling to tell me she’s on her way home. I run down to the living room and snatch up my phone. It’s a video call from a number I don’t recognize. I’m just about to cancel it when something tells me to take it. My instincts are starting to recover and I’m beginning to trust myself again—though it’s still very much a work in progress—so I take the call.

      When the screen resolves itself, my eyes well with tears immediately when I see Kit’s face on my screen. She gives me a small smile.

      “You must think I’m a coward,” she starts.

      “I don’t think any such thing,” I reply. “But why? Why did you take off like that?”

      “We did some real damage to the Thirteen, but they’re not dead, Blake. Not all of them,” she tells me. “They will rebuild and pick up where they left off again.”

      “So? We fight them again. We beat them again,” I tell her. “We did it once, we can do it again.”

      She shakes her head. “Remember when I told you they do not forgive and they do not forget?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “Yeah, they sent me a message reminding me that I’m still at the top of their list. And it made me realize that so long as I’m near you, you’re not safe. And I can’t put you in danger. I won’t. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.”

      “And I can’t live with myself if something happens to you while you’re out there alone, Kit. Come home. Whatever is happening, we can figure it out together.”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t. I won’t put you in the line of fire.”

      I scan the background behind her, searching for identifying marks, a visual landmark—something that will tell me where she is. Kit laughs softly.

      “Nice try. You won’t be able to identify where I am by what’s behind me,” she says. “I purposely found the blandest, generic background I could find before making this call.”

      “Kit,” I whisper, my voice cracking with tears.

      “I’m sorry, Sis. I really am,” she says. “But until the threat the Thirteen poses is over—like for good, over—I can’t put you at risk like that.”

      “I’m telling you, Kit, we can figure this out.”

      “I left something for you.”

      I shake my head. “What?”

      “A gift,” she replies. “Look on your bed.”

      Carrying the phone with me, I walk down the hall and into my bedroom. There’s a white box sitting in the middle of my bed.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Open it and find out.”

      I take off the lid and grasp what’s inside and when I pull it out, I feel my entire body tensing. My stomach roils and I start to shake. It’s a red silk scarf with intricate black designs woven into it. The material is light and the artistry is exquisite. If not for it being red, it would be absolutely gorgeous.

      “Kit—I—”

      “I know how you feel about the color red. I didn’t forget. I left it for you on purpose,” she says. “It’s time we let go of our pasts, Blake. It’s time we let go of the pain our pasts have caused us. It’s time to move forward from our scars and embrace the future. It’s time to embrace our present.”

      I look at the red fabric. It’s smooth and soft. Silky and gorgeous. “Let go of our scars and embrace our present, huh?”

      “Absolutely. You’ve helped me see how important that is,” she tells me. “And I know my future involves a life with my family. Even if my present forbids it.”

      “Just come home, Kit.”

      “I’ll call you from time to time just to check up on you. I’m also going to have an anonymous email account that you can use to write me,” she says. “I just want you to know that I’m working from this end to bring the Thirteen down once and for all so I can come back home to you. To my family.”

      I sniff back the tears and shake my head. “And I’ll be doing the same from this side.”

      “Then I should be able to come home in no time flat,” she smiles. “Anyway, I should go. I’ve been on this line too long already. Look for my email and take care of yourself, Sis.”

      “You too, Kit. And remember there is a room here for you whenever you need it. Even if you’re only passing through. It’s open for you.”

      “Thank you, Blake,” she says. “I love you with all my heart and remember to embrace your present as well as your future.”

      “You do the same.”

      “That’s what I’m doing now,” she says with a smile. “I love you, Blake.”

      “I love you, Kit. Be well.”

      She ends the call, leaving me there feeling every single emotion a person can feel. It’s disorienting. My heart is broken, but at the same time, it’s filled with hope. It’s hard to put a name to everything I’m feeling right now, so it’s best that I don’t even try. I’ll just embrace my present and feel it all for now. I’ll sort through all the emotions later.

      I pick up the scarf Kit left for me and hold it up in front of the mirror on the wall. I step closer to the mirror and hold it up against my skin. It actually compliments me really well, surprisingly enough. Though my hand is still trembling and I’m not wholly comfortable with this yet, I wrap the scarf around my neck and look at myself in the mirror. I smile, pleased by what I see. It looks good on me.

      “This is me,” I say to my reflection. “This is me embracing my present. And my future.”

    

  







            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    




      Office of SSA Wilder; Criminal Data Analysis Unit, Seattle Field Office

      I finish the last of the paperwork, and with a satisfied smile, close the folder. Another bad guy is off the streets and behind bars. In this case, it is one Nurse Misty Crane—the Angel of Mercy who had at least thirty-seven bodies tied to her over her very long, illustrious career as a serial murderer.

      Oh, she tried to dress it up. Tried to make it look like she was doing some good in the world. Crane liked to say it was her heart and compassion for others that led her to put her victims to death.

      A knock on my office door makes me look up and I smile when I see Mo standing there. “You wanted to see me?”

      “I did,” I tell her. “I wanted to say, great work on the Crane case. Your files were immaculate. You did an amazing job—no. You did good work.”

      Mo breaks out into a wide grin, the meaning of my words not lost on her. “Thanks, boss,” she replies. “That means a lot to me.”

      “You’ve become one of the best, Mo,” I go on. “I really didn’t know what to expect when I first got you, but you have become an invaluable member of this team and a damn fine agent. So, thank you.”

      I slide an envelope across my desk to her and she cocks her head and looks at me. “What’s that?”

      “Something for you and a guest to go and enjoy a night out on the town,” I explain. “You deserve it, Mo.”

      She smiles and her cheeks flush. She still hasn’t gotten used to taking a compliment and it makes me laugh. Mo waves the envelope at me and heads out for the night, leaving me alone in the CDAU. Ever since Kit took off, I haven’t felt like being at home much, so I’ve been putting in some long hours. It just feels emptier than it ever has before—even before Kit came back—and I don’t like it. I miss her.

      The plus side is that I’m caught up on all my reports and other associated paperwork and my office has never been cleaner. You could eat off all the surfaces in here. With nothing else to do and no other way to avoid going home, I get to my feet. My cellphone starts to ring, so I pick it up and connect the call, hoping it’s Kit calling to tell me she’s on her way home.

      Hey, a girl can have dreams, can’t she?

      “This is Wilder,” I answer as I press the phone to my ear.

      “Blake, it’s Brody,” he says. “Long time no hear.”

      “Yeah, back at you. Phone works both ways, bucko.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. We’ve just been slammed with work over here.”

      There’s something in Brody’s voice that sounds off to me. He’s normally chipper and upbeat and his voice always reflects that. But right now, his voice is dull and flat. It’s almost lifeless, which is very unusual.

      “I hear that,” I reply. “What’s up, Brody? What can I do for you?”

      “It’s Paxton.”

      “What about him?”

      There’s a brief pause on the line and in that silence, I feel my heart stop dead in my chest. Pax is one of my oldest, dearest friends, and if something happened to him, I don’t know that I could bear it.

      “Brody?”

      “He’s gone, Blake.”

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      “He’s vanished. He was doing this undercover gig—”

      “What kind of undercover gig?”

      Brody sighed. “He was looking into his wife’s death again.”

      “Oh God,” I mutter.

      “Yeah. Anyway, he missed his check-in and I started to get worried. Then he missed another. It’s like he just vanished,” Brody tells me. “I think they might have figured out who he is, Blake. I think they might have taken him.”

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      All caught up with the Blake Wilder series? Meet Olivia as she goes on her first case in New Girl in Town, book one in the Olivia Knight Series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From Elle Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed The Lost Sister, book 7 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series.

        My intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book.

      

        

      
        Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously.

        I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.

        So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two.

        This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

      

        

      
        Also, don’t forget to check out New Girl in Town, book one in the Olivia Knight series.

        By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

      

        

      
        Your writer friend,

        Elle Gray

      

        

      
        P.S. I'm working on another season of Blake Wilder books, so if you miss Blake and the crew, there's more to come ;)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Elle Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia Knight FBI Mystery Thrillers

      Book One - New Girl in Town

      Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thrillers

      Book One - The 7 She Saw

      Book Two - A Perfect Wife

      Book Three - Her Perfect Crime

      Book Four - The Chosen Girls

      Book Five - The Secret She Kept

      Book Six - The Lost Girls

      Book Seven - The Lost Sister

      A Pax Arrington Mystery

      Free Prequel - Deadly Pursuit

      Book One - I See You

      Book Two - Her Last Call

      Book Three - Woman In The Water
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