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			Nakamura Sculpture Garden, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			It’s not the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at my face. It’s not a fun experience and not one I’d care to repeat, but I suddenly find myself hoping this isn’t going to be the last time. And as I stare up at the gaping black hole that looks big enough to swallow me whole, I get the feeling it just might be. Strangely enough, although I’m afraid, I’m not nearly as scared at the prospect of my demise as I thought I’d be. I’m more pissed than anything. 

			The man stands over me, his face hidden within the shadows of the hood he’s got pulled low over his head. I lick my lips nervously, my heart hammering in my chest, my stomach churning wildly. I cut my eyes to the left and then to the right, searching for a way out of this. Looking for something I can use as an impromptu weapon. My gun is out of the question—the moment I’d move for it, he’d pull the trigger, and it’d be game over. 

			“Listen,” I start, licking my lips nervously. “Let’s talk about this, huh?” 

			He doesn’t say anything, and he doesn’t move. Nor does he pull the trigger. He seems to be enjoying drawing out the moment. He seems to be enjoying watching me squirm, letting my mind try to figure a way out of this mess knowing anything I do is going to be futile because he has the upper hand. That makes him a sadist. He’s enjoying the feeling of power he has over me. He’s enjoying the emotional toll I’m being hit with: knowing I’m going to die, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Classic sadistic behavior with possible narcissistic undertones.

			If I weren’t frozen to the spot, I’d shake my head. Leave it to me to try to diagnose somebody who is holding my life in the palm of his hand. Even when I’m facing my doom, I can’t stop trying to solve the puzzle in front of me. I’m pretty sure that’s something Dr. Reinhart and I should probably talk about if I somehow make it to my next session. 

			I look up at the man. “Is there something you want from me? Why are you just standing there doing nothing?” I ask, my voice growing tight with anger. “Just pull the trigger and get this over with already.” 

			“Are you that ready to die?” he fires back, his voice low and husky.

			I recoil at the sound of the man’s voice because it’s unfamiliar to me. At first, I thought the man standing over me was ADIC Stone. After all, he’s the one who called me to meet him, so it stood to reason in my mind. But now that I’ve had a moment to look at the man’s shape, I can tell it’s not Stone—and that voice just confirms it. Whoever the hell this is, he’s just standing there, lingering, enjoying the moment of his victory.

			Could this be a hitman from the Thirteen? Have they finally caught up to me, ready to exact their sweet revenge after I blew up their organization?

			Maybe. 

			But if that’s the case, why isn’t he pulling the trigger?

			Sweat trickles down my back as I stare up at him and the moment drags on. The wait for the sound of the shot, for the feeling of the bullet piercing my flesh, feels interminable. It just cranks my anxiety even higher. My body is trembling, and I can smell the fear spilling from my pores like garlic after a heavy Italian meal. But along with that fear is a strong current of rage. I narrow my eyes and glare at him. 

			“What are you waiting for?” I snarl. “Pull the trigger already.” 

			A low, grating laugh drifts from the darkness of the hood that sends a cold chill sweeping through my body. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and goosebumps march up and down my flesh. This is it. I can’t believe this is really happening.

			I close my eyes and let out a long breath as I prepare myself for the inevitable. And when the shot rings out, I flinch but don’t feel a hot piece of lead tearing through my body. Instead, I hear a muffled curse that makes me open my eyes and gape at what I see.

			The man in the hoodie is running off, and I see another man running toward me. The newcomer is tall and broad through the shoulders in a three-piece suit and dark topcoat. He’s holding a gun, too, and squeezes off a shot at the fleeing man. My rescuer stops just beside me, protectively standing between me and my attacker; he squares up and raises his weapon. He fires three quick shots at the man who’d attacked me, but I see the sparks as his shots ricochet off the sculptures that fill the garden area around me.

			“Dammit,” he mutters.

			He stands there another minute, his gun held out in front of him in a two-handed grip, but then lowers it and turns to me. Still in shock, my body shakes, and all I can do is watch as my attacker flees into the darkness. He eventually disappears deeper into the garden and then is gone, fading into the shadows of the night. I look up at my defender and feel a confusing mix of emotions washing over me.

			“Mr. Stone?” I stammer, my voice quivering. 

			None other than Assistant Director In Charge Maximillian Stone, legendary FBI agent and my boss, looks down at me. “Are you all right?” 

			“I—I’m fine. Thanks to you, I’m fine. I’m alive,” I reply, my voice still shaking.

			He reaches down and offers me his hand, so I take it and let him help me to my feet. He steps closer and looks me over the way a worried parent would inspect their child after they’d fallen. None of this made any sense to me. I shake my head to clear out the cobwebs that seem to have taken up residence inside my skull as I try to figure out what is happening.

			It takes me a minute to sort this all out in my mind and gather my wits about me again. The trembling in my body slowly ebbs, and even though I’m still a bit shaky, I start to feel more in control of my faculties. Somewhat, anyway. 

			“What’s going on here?” I ask, my tone thick with confusion.

			“I’d say it looks like I’m saving your butt,” he replies with a chuckle.

			I give him a frown that seems to take the wind out of his sails. His expression grows sober and the smile fades from his lips. He stands upright and looks at me in a way that sends tendrils of electric intensity crackling along my skin. 

			“We have a lot to talk about, Blake,” he says, his tone firm. 

			“Do we?”

			He nods. “Yes, we do,” he replies. “So, come on. Let’s get out of here.” 

			As we head out of the sculpture garden, a feeling of trepidation grows deep and thick inside of me. It cuts through all the noise and confusion in my head and forces me to pay attention. To stay alert. I have no idea what’s going on, but something clearly is. And all I know is that ADIC Stone arrived on the scene just in time to save me from taking a bullet to the face. But I also know that things aren’t always what they seem to be in this game.

			There is always something going on behind the scenes in this Machiavellian world we live in. People always have an agenda. And in this line of work, you’d better catch on to what those agendas are—or you could end up on the wrong side of a bullet, fast.

			I have no idea what Stone and I could possibly have to talk about or why he asked me to meet him in a dark park in the middle of the night. But now that the adrenaline of nearly being murdered is fading, I’d be lying if I said my curiosity wasn’t piqued. 

			Everybody has an angle. An agenda. And I’m curious to know what Maximillian Stone’s agenda is.
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			The Black Salmon, Queen Anne District; Seattle, WA

			We’re sitting in a booth at the back of a private lounge Stone apparently frequents called The Black Salmon. It’s a lounge that caters to an upscale clientele; the place reminds me more of a social club used by mafia wiseguys than it does a bar. Everything is polished white oak, dark leather, and brass. The side of the place we’re sitting on is all booths, while the wall across from us holds a thirty-foot-long bar. There are glass shelves lined with bottles of top-shelf liquor flanking a mirror that’s etched with the name of the place and the stylized salmon logo. 

			The Salmon is the sort of place that doesn’t advertise. There is no neon sign announcing its presence outside. The only thing marking its presence is a stylized salmon etched into the smoked glass front door. You’ll also never see “two-for-one drink specials” or “ladies’ nights” coupons in the paper. Its print and digital footprints are small. Almost nonexistent, really. You either know about the Salmon or you don’t. And even if you do know about it, there’s no guarantee you’ll be invited in.

			As I said, the clientele is upscale—extremely so. I’ve only heard of it because there are a surprising number of people I’ve hunted who have memberships to clubs just like this one. It’s almost like there’s a link between wealth and power and psychopathy and aberrant behavior or something. 

			The atmosphere is hushed and staid like a library, and the air is redolent with the faint aroma of cigar and pipe smoke. Being a private club that caters to the wealthy, the rules that govern us mere mortals don’t apply—like city smoking ordinances. But there are powerful, yet nearly silent fans in the ceiling above us that suck the smoke out before a cloud of it can even think about forming. At the front of the place is a sitting area with a circle of couches and plush wingbacks centered around a massive fireplace. 

			Unlike the kinds of places Astra and I frequent, there are no televisions, there’s no loud rock or country music, and everybody speaks in a respectfully quiet tone. The buzz of conversation is low, and soft piano music plays from speakers hidden around the room. It’s a nice place. The Salmon is where people of means come for a drink and a conversation. I’m sure my old friend Paxton Arrington would fit right into the fabric of this place. I’d actually be surprised to find that he hasn’t stopped in for a snort now and then. This is just his kind of joint. 

			The Salmon plays host to a lot of the city’s power brokers… which explains why ADIC Stone is part of their valued clientele. Just from where I’m sitting, I can see a judge, two city councilmen, and a host of powerful, well-known attorneys. I do not doubt that a lot of deals that affect millions of people get done in this place. Suffice it to say, I feel completely out of place here.

			As I take a sip of Scotch—my third since we arrived—I ruminate on the fact that I’d feel more comfortable parading around on stage in the bikini portion of a beauty pageant than I do sitting among the power elite of Seattle. These are definitely not my people. It feels like a game of Which of These Things Don’t Belong?

			“You all right?” Stone asks.

			Those are the first words either of us has spoken since we sat down—I don’t even know how long ago now. He’s been good about giving me space and letting me take my time to process and come back to earth. Come back to the moment. I nod and give him a firm smile, doing my best to not look as rattled as I still feel.

			The thing that’s bothering me the most is that I don’t know why I’m as rattled as I am. That was far from the first time somebody shoved a gun in my face. Not even close. All those other times, though, it barely registered. It was barely a blip on my emotional radar. It happened, and I moved on.

			But for some reason, this time feels different. This time it’s staying with me. It’s like when I was staring down the barrel of that gun, I was certain that was it. I was positive my time was up, and I was going to die. I was sure of it. And for whatever reason, for the first time in my life, death seemed—real. Tangible.  

			“Yeah. I’m good,” I say, and salute him with the tumbler of Scotch. “This helps. Thanks for the medicine.”

			“My pleasure.” 

			As I look at him, my mind begins to quiet down, a welcome respite from the rapid spinning. It helps me focus on the plethora of questions racing through my mind. And once I do, I feel the walls going up inside of me again as my suspicion takes hold. I don’t think I can be blamed for that. Having lived in the shadow of an organization that’s wanted to murder me as long as I have, it seems like a natural and entirely reasonable response. 

			“So, what was it you called me about, ADIC Stone?” I ask. “What did you need to meet with me about that we couldn’t have discussed in the office?”

			A wry grin touches his lips. “There are a great many things I can’t discuss in the office,” he says. “This is just one more of them.”

			He runs a hand through his short hair and purses his lips. I can see him wrestling with a decision in his mind. It seems like he’s trying to decide how to answer my question, or now that he’s face to face with me, if he even should. All I can say is if he wants me to trust him, he better tell me everything.

			Stone takes a moment to look around the room. Nobody is sitting near enough to us that they could overhear, but he leans forward anyway; when he speaks, his voice is a low, conspiratorial whisper. 

			“All right, listen. I’m going to level with you,” he starts.

			“That’s probably a good idea.” 

			A wry grin curls his lips. “I didn’t end up in this position by accident,” he admits. “And you didn’t end up in my unit by accident either.” 

			“I had a feeling.”

			“I made the moves behind the scenes to put us in each other’s orbits because I know you’ve been at war with the Thirteen for a long time now,” he says. “I know you’ve been working to bring them down…”

			His words feel like a kick to the midsection, and the breath is driven from my lungs. I didn’t know that Stone was aware of what was going on with the Thirteen. Or that he knew of the Thirteen at all—though, I probably shouldn’t be surprised. He’s more plugged in to things than almost anybody in the Bureau. However, as far as I know, my conflict with the Thirteen is a secret war that’s been playing out behind the scenes. It isn’t public knowledge. 

			The only way I can think of that he could have found out about it is when we took down former Senator Daniel Graham and business magnate Willem Mangold, it exposed that secret war—and the part I’m playing in it. I didn’t think anybody knew of the connection, but it seems that Stone put it together. It’s surprising. I’m not entirely sure what to think, let alone say, about it. 

			“Anyway, it’s time we lay our cards on the table, you and I,” he continues.

			“How’s that, sir?”

			“You need to know that we’re on the same team. Like you, I’ve been at war with them. And because I’ve got feelers everywhere, I found out there was an operative coming to kill you,” he tells me. “I called you to meet because I feel I can trust you, and it’s time we start working together. I didn’t anticipate the operative being there waiting for you.” 

			“And what makes you believe I feel like I can trust you?” I ask. 

			“Because you know me.”

			“I know what you allow people to know,” I counter. “That doesn’t mean I know you.”

			The lines at the corners of his eyes crinkle as he smiles. “Fair enough.”

			I take another sip of my Scotch and let his words sink in. For a hot minute, I thought Stone was part of the Thirteen. I was almost convinced of it, to be honest. He saved me from the man sent to kill me. I can’t argue with that. But my question is, can I take Stone at face value? Or is this all part of some ruse to throw me off the scent? Was that scene in the sculpture garden a bit of theater for my benefit?

			This leads me to my next questions: Am I simply getting too deep into a conspiracy theory that it’s keeping me from seeing straight? Am I jumping at shadows and seeing enemies where none exist? It’s true that when it comes to the Thirteen, my thinking isn’t always clear. I haven’t always been logical or rational when it comes to dealing with the organization or with those I think may be part of it. 

			I think I can be forgiven, though, given the fact that they murdered my parents, abducted my kid sister and turned her into an assassin, planted a boyfriend into my life to spy on me for years, and have tried to kill me several times. I think being suspicious enough that it borders on paranoia is perfectly understandable—perhaps even healthy at this point. It’s certainly smart and, I think, prudent anyway. 

			“So, why now?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me all of this the first day we met in your office in DC?” 

			“As I said, I needed to get a gauge on you, Blake. I wanted to see how you dealt with things for myself. You’re intelligent. Intuitive. Passionate. And you’re stubborn as a mule—that’s a compliment, by the way,” he says. “And as for why now, it’s because the Thirteen is moving. I’m not sure yet what’s going on, but my sources tell me they’re gearing up for something big.”

			“Something big? Like what?”

			“I’m not sure yet. I’m still waiting for more intel from my sources. But it’s coming,” he tells me. “And part of that plan is taking you out.”

			“Taking me out, huh?”

			“You’ve been a thorn in their side for a while, and nothing would please them more than to remove you from the equation,” he says plainly, as if it explains everything. “Certainly you didn’t think they’d just leave you alone after blowing them up? They’ll be back, and when they are, you’ll be at the top of their hit list. You can make book on that.” 

			I drain my glass and look at him evenly. “You seem to know a lot about what they want and what might please them.”

			Stone offers me a wry smile. “You think I’m part of the Thirteen?” 

			“Are you?”

			“If I were, would I tell you?” 

			“Probably not.”

			“Well. There we are, then,” he says. Tension crackles between us for a second, but his tight smile breaks it. “I’ve got somebody on the inside. It took me a while to develop the asset, but they’ve been feeding me solid intel for a while now. We’ve disrupted quite a few plots thanks to the intel.”

			“And you haven’t elevated any of this to the Bureau brass?” I shoot back. “Why isn’t the Bureau working on all of this?”  

			He looks at me with an expression that borders on irritation. “I think you know why,” he says evenly. “It’s the same reason you haven’t gone to the brass with this—we don’t know who’s involved or who we can trust. For all we know, Director Holland himself is part of the Thirteen.”

			“The thought has crossed my mind.”

			“For now, we need to act like everything’s normal. We need to keep showing up and doing our jobs like normal,” he goes on. “And when we find out what they’ve got planned, we need to be ready to move.” 

			I study him for a long moment, still trying to decide whether I can trust him or not. Everything that’s happened tonight seems so coincidental that I’m having trouble believing it’s anything other than a setup. On the other hand, some of the biggest cases I’ve worked on have turned and been broken on a massive coincidence. Serendipitous turns of fate do sometimes happen every now and then. 

			“Still trying to decide if you can trust me or not, huh?” Stone asks.

			I shrug and give him a lopsided grin. “You took some time to decide if you can trust me. I think I deserve the same courtesy.”

			“That’s fair,” he admits. “Don’t take too long though. Things are in motion, Blake, and we need to be ready to move.” 

			“Tell me something… Senator Hedlund,” I start. 

			“What about her?” 

			“Is she part of it? The Thirteen?” 

			“Why would you ask me that?” 

			“Because I want to know.”

			“You suspect her of being part of them,” he says. 

			“I do.” 

			“Which means that since she’s one of my oldest friends, you probably suspect me too.” 

			I shrug. “I’ll be honest with you. I didn’t even entertain the notion until I saw you meeting with her in secret in an underground parking garage. But now? I don’t know what to believe. About anybody, not just you.”

			“I told you, we’re old friends,” he insists. “She was in town and wanted to get together for drinks and dinner. That’s all that was. And as for her being part of the Thirteen, I don’t think I’ve ever heard a more preposterous idea. Kathryn is as straight a shooter as you’re going to find. I promise you that.”

			“You’ll forgive me if I think otherwise,” I reply. “My experience with her has given me a very different perspective.”

			It’s another thing that may seem a bit conspiratorial but is definitely well within my right to feel. Kathryn Hedlund killed her own daughter for the crime of wanting to live her life in a different way from what her mother had planned for her. And when dozens of innocent people were killed at Haven by the raid she ordered, she saw fit to throw me under the bus to cover her own hide. And if all that wasn’t enough, her final act of retribution was to parlay her leverage into an extremely powerful position, all the better for her to micromanage my career and blow up my team with it. 

			The jury is still out on whether or not I can trust Stone. But I feel pretty confident in saying that I will never, ever trust Kathryn Hedlund.

			He looks down into his glass. “All right. That’s fair,” he says. “But I’m telling you that you couldn’t be farther off base about her being part of the Thirteen. Way off base.” 

			“I hear you,” I say and get to my feet. “Now, if you don’t mind, I should be getting home. Thanks for the drinks.” 

			“You’re welcome.” 

			“And thanks for saving my life,” I add. 

			He grins, and I can see on his face that he can hear the skepticism in my voice that it was a genuine rescue and not a setup. But he graciously nods anyway.

			“I’m glad I could be there,” he says. 

			I turn and head out of the Black Salmon, my mind spinning a thousand miles an hour, completely unsure what to think or who to trust. Kit had woken up from her coma briefly and had said his name. But by saying his name, was she trying to tell me I could trust him? Or that I need to be wary of him? Was she trying to tell me it had been him who’d tried to kill her—and had almost succeeded?

			The complicated situation that is my life seems to have suddenly gotten even more complex. There are too many questions and too few answers. And the worst part is… I don’t even know where to start looking for them. 
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			Jade Moon Apartments, Pike Market District; Seattle, WA

			I’m three blocks from home when my phone rings. I normally don’t talk on the phone when I’m driving, but when a glance at the caller ID on my screen shows that it’s from Fish, my heart rate ratchets right back up.

			“Fish?”

			“Agent Wilder,” he starts, an edge of panic and fear in his voice that I don’t think I’ve ever heard come from Fish’s mouth. “Are you safe?”

			That alone sends a quiver of fear through my mouth and ice through my veins.

			“I’m—I’m okay. What’s happening, Fish?”

			“No time. You need to come to the safe house immediately.”

			“Why? Is it Kit? Oh, God…”

			“No time!” he replies. I hear someone in the background frantically speaking Chinese to him, and he responds to them in a harried tone before turning back to the phone. “Just get here as soon as you can.”

			The call clicks off with sudden silence, and my gut churns with worry. I immediately cut over to turn around and dart off in the other direction, my tires squealing angrily at me. I don’t care how many speed limits I have to break. I have to make sure Kit is safe.

			I pull in to find Fish already waiting for me out front. Despite my panic, I immediately steel myself. I can’t let my emotions get the better of me while we’re out in the open. Exposed. Whatever has happened here—and I can’t lie to myself and pretend like nothing has happened—could still be happening around us, and I don’t want to run headlong into danger.

			Fish ushers me inside and up the stairs into the hidden safe house, his face solemn the entire way. And the instant I walk into the apartment, I know my worst fears have been realized. Kit is gone. My baby sister is nowhere to be found.

			And on the floor of the apartment are eight bleeding corpses.

			It takes everything in me to keep myself under control. I have to distance myself. I have to treat it like any other crime scene, or it could break me. Even as so many fears and catastrophes run through my mind, I close my eyes and take a deep, rattling breath. When I open them again, it’s with fresh eyes.

			The first thing I notice is that four of the eight corpses aren’t Fish’s men. Which means they have to be the attackers. Which means somebody else was here. 

			“Who did this, Fish?” I ask. 

			He shakes his head. “I do not know yet. But I swear to you that I’m going to find out,” he tells me. “My security servers are off-site and one of my men is bringing the footage. They should be here with it soon.”

			“Good,” I say. “That’s good.”

			While we wait for the footage that will hopefully shed some light on this whole fiasco, I walk around the apartment and mentally process the scene. The bodies of Fish’s men each have a tight grouping of bullets to the chest. They’re all lying on their backs in thick, scarlet pools of congealing blood. The fact that they’re on their backs and none of them have weapons in their hands suggests to me that the attackers got in and put them all down very quickly. Fast enough that Fish’s men didn’t have time to react.

			The table that the guards had been playing cards at has been turned over. Cards and poker chips are scattered all over the floor along with shards of broken glass and shattered plates. Scraps of chow mein, egg rolls, char siu, and other Chinese delicacies are scattered among the broken glass. They were obviously caught during dinner. The air in the apartment is saturated with the cloying stench of Chinese food, gunpowder, and blood.

			I look around the room and notice there are no bullet holes in the walls or furniture. Other than the overturned table and the mess it made, there isn’t much else out of place or broken than what you’d expect in a scene like this. 

			“The crew that came in was well disciplined and tightly controlled. Possibly had some military training,” I state. “They fired off four bursts—each of those bursts taking out one of your men. There was no wild shooting or frenzied attack. It was precise and controlled. They were obviously pros.”  

			“I agree.”

			And this is where the scene gets more confusing. The four men who aren’t Fish’s are all wearing matching outfits: black balaclavas, Kevlar vests, and black tactical gear. They, too, are on their backs, but the way they fell tells me they had all turned around and were facing the door when the team that killed them came through. It appears they didn’t get turned around quickly enough, though, because each of the four took a bullet straight to the forehead. 

			Sprays of blood and chunks of brain tissue litter the floor behind them, mixing with the food and glass already on the floor. It’s a scene straight out of a nightmare. The four attackers had been dropped where they stood, probably dead before they even hit the ground. But the walls around the door aren’t pocked with bullet holes either, telling me not a single one of them got a shot off at the people who ultimately killed them. That strongly suggests they were taken completely by surprise. 

			That’s why it’s not making sense to me. We have one team, likely dispatched by the Thirteen to take out Fish’s men and take my sister—probably to lure me out so they can kill us both at the same time. But then a mysterious second team comes in behind the first, kills them, and… what? Why would a second team kill the first and who sent them? What was their objective? Is there another group—a rival to the Thirteen, perhaps—in play?

			“I can’t read this scene, Fish,” I say, my voice tight. “It makes no sense.”

			“That is not my area of expertise, I am afraid,” he says. “I leave such matters to you.” 

			“Yeah, well, I’m not doing a lot of good right now.” 

			“Do not be too hard on yourself,” Fish says. “We will get answers soon.” 

			His voice is strange. There’s a quiver and a tightness to it I’ve not heard before. I look over at Fish and for the first time realize that he’s not himself. Usually impeccably dressed and groomed, tonight he is disheveled. His white button-down shirt is rumpled and untucked, and his jade-green tie is hanging askew. Even his hair, which is normally perfectly coiffed with every strand in place, is mussed. 

			I’ve never seen Fish looking like such a wreck before. And with a red face, his expression dark, and his body trembling with barely controlled rage, I’ve never seen him this angry before either. He hasn’t moved an inch since we stepped through the doorway. He’s just standing off to the side of the room, surveying the carnage, his back straight and rigid, his jaw clenched so tight, he looks like he could chew through steel.

			Fish finally turns to me and his expression changes. The anger fades—or at least dulls—and is replaced with an expression of contrition. An expression of grief. His eyes shimmer and his lips quiver as if he’s about to burst into tears, but he manages to rein himself in and keep himself in check. His face hardens again.

			“I have failed you, Blake. I have failed your sister. My apologies are not enough, I know this,” he says. “But I give you my most solemn vow that I will find out who did this. I will find anybody and everybody involved with this, and I promise you they will pay a heavy price for this treachery.”

			“This isn’t your fault, Fish. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

			He shakes his head. “I gave you my word Kit would be safe here. She was under my protection. And now she is gone.”

			“What I don’t understand is how they knew she was here,” I say. “This place is off the grid and well hidden.”

			“The only explanation is that somebody in my employ sold the details of my safe house,” he replies miserably. “Somebody has betrayed me. Betrayed you and Kit. That is unacceptable, and I promise you that I will find the person who sold us out.”

			I open my mouth to reply but bite off my words when Fish’s second-in-command comes in. His name is Trevor Kondo and is the closest thing Fish has to a son. It’s still strange watching Fish act paternally with him but is also kind of sweet. The presumed heir to Fish’s empire, Trevor is young—early twenties or so—with black hair that’s cut short on the sides and longer on top. He’s got bangs that fall over his left eye. His skin is smooth and a warm fawn color.

			He’s nattily dressed in a dark three-piece suit with a white button-down shirt and a metallic blue tie; as usual, he has a serious expression on his face. He gives me a tight smile and a firm nod when he walks in.

			“Blake,” he says. “I am very sorry for what has happened.” 

			“Thank you, Trevor.”

			“What have you found?” Fish asks. 

			Trevor carefully steps around the pools of blood and sets his bag down on a pass-through bar that separates the dining room from the kitchen. Fish and I walk over as he pulls a laptop out of his bag and opens it up. A moment later, the screen flashes to life, and Trevor’s fingers fly over the keyboard. He pulls up the security feed from inside the apartment and then turns to us.

			“It is graphic,” he warns and subtly glances at me. 

			“Play it, Trevor,” Fish orders. 

			“Very well.” 

			Trevor hits a button, and the video begins to play. The view is from a camera mounted high in the corner and shows us Fish’s men sitting at the table eating dinner and playing cards. They’re speaking to each other in rapid-fire Chinese so I can’t understand a word that they’re saying, but they’re all laughing and seem to be enjoying themselves. 

			The door bursts open, and the four masked men come rushing in, moving swift and low. It’s just as I thought. The attackers quickly form a line and each fire off a single burst. The bullets take Fish’s men square in the chest and send them staggering backward, falling exactly where they’re lying now. 

			But before the masked men can complete their mission, we watch in shock as a lone figure dressed in black glides silently through the door, moving in behind the Thirteen’s kill squad. I recognize her immediately. 

			“My God, it’s April,” I whisper. 

			I’m surprised, though I know I shouldn’t be. Like Kit, April is a trained assassin. As they did with my sister, the Thirteen took April when she was just a young girl and trained her to be a living weapon. She’s deadly, ruthless, and can kill a man in a hundred different ways. She and my sister bonded and became good friends at some point. They came to rely on each other. They watch each other’s backs, and I’m glad that somebody was there for Kit when I couldn’t be.  

			“Hey,” April shouts onscreen, pulling my attention back to the video.

			The four killers spin as one but it’s already too late. April has her weapons raised—she’s got a Glock 9mm in each hand and squeezes off four shots without the slightest bit of hesitation. The heads of the men in black snap back, puffs of red mist spraying into the air, and they fall to the ground with a hard thump, dead before they ever hit the ground. Just as I thought. 

			April moves out of the camera’s range for a moment but then comes back into the frame. She’s got her arm around Kit’s shoulders and is walking her toward the door. My sister is slowly moving, resting her entire body on April’s support—but thankfully, she seems unharmed.

			“Kit’s awake,” I say. “She’s awake.” 

			“Come on, Kit,” April says on the video. “We have to get out of here. We need to go. You can do it. One foot in front of the other. Just keep going. That’s it. You got this.” 

			April and Kit disappear through the front door and the screen goes empty, save for the bodies that litter the floor of the safe house. Trevor taps the button again, and the video stops. 

			“She’s alive. Awake and alive,” I say, letting out a long breath of relief. 

			“And April has her somewhere safe,” Fish adds. “That is the important thing, Blake. She is alive and safe.” 

			A tear spills from the corner of my eye and rushes down my cheek, but it’s one of relief rather than sadness or fear. Knowing that my sister is all right and that the Thirteen doesn’t have her lifts a giant weight from my shoulders and allows my heart to begin beating again. I quickly pull my phone out of my pocket and dial the number of the burner April gave me. It rings once, twice, then three times, then goes to voice mail. I wait for the beep.

			“April, it’s Blake. Call me ASAP,” I say quickly. “Please. I need to talk to you.” 

			I disconnect the call then slide my phone back into my pocket and rake my fingers through my hair. Fish looks at me with that expression of worry on his face that makes me worry.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“The Thirteen is growing bold. To attack a safe house—”

			“Yeah, I know,” I say.

			I fill him in on what happened with Stone at the sculpture garden. He and Trevor both listen to my story, and when I’m done, Fish nods. 

			“Can you trust Mr. Stone?” he asks.

			I shake my head. “I have no idea. I don’t have a good reason not to trust him at this point. But I just don’t know if I have a good reason to trust him either.” 

			“Well, it seems apparent that Mr. Stone might be right about something big coming. The organization seems to think the time is right to move on you and Kit. They’re cleaning house,” he says. “You need to be cautious, Blake.”

			“I’m always cautious.”

			“Then you need to be even more cautious. But more than that, until you know who you can trust, you must carry on like nothing is amiss. Like nothing out of the ordinary is going on in your life,” he says. “Follow your normal routines. Do your job. Act normal, because the Thirteen will be watching. And they will be watching closely for an opportunity to move on you again. So, be vigilant, Blake.” 

			“I will. Thank you, Fish.”

			“No, thank you. And again, please accept my apologies, as meager as they are,” he replies. “Kit might be safe, but I will continue to search for the leak within my organization.” 

			“Like I said before, Fish. You have nothing to apologize for. But I appreciate it all the same,” I tell him. “I should go. I need to—well—I need to go.”

			“Of course. Just—”

			“I’ll be careful. I promise.” 

			“All right then,” he says. “I will be in touch when I have information for you about who is responsible for this...” 

			His voice trails off and he frowns, that expression of grief on his face growing thicker. I reach out and take his hand, giving it a firm squeeze. I can see how hard he’s taking this, and I feel bad for him. He shouldn’t. It was hairy there for a minute, but the important thing is that Kit is all right. She’s safe. Or rather, as safe as she can be, anyway. 

			I look at the bodies scattered around the room. I don’t want to call it in, knowing it will lead to a lot of questions I don’t want to answer. But eight people are dead, and I know I should probably call in Seattle PD. My fear, though, is that my relationship with them—which is frosty even at the best of times—will draw more attention to the situation than I want. But not calling it in will be a massive breach of protocol. 

			“What about this?” I ask, gesturing to the mess. 

			He nods to Trevor. “Call Mr. Sung.”

			Trevor nods then steps out into the hall to make the call as Fish turns back to me, his expression stern. It’s a subtle reminder to me that although he has largely divested himself from the criminal empire he built, he still has his fingers in some dirty pies. It’s best that I don’t know the particulars or ask any more questions. 

			“This is my mess, and it was made in my house,” he tells me. “I will clean it up.”

			His tone brooks no argument. Not that I feel like making much of one anyway. So, I turn and head out of the apartment, feeling wrung out and exhausted after the emotional roller coaster I’ve been riding all day. Right now, all I want is a hot shower and a lot of sleep. Knowing that Kit is with April and that she’s safe takes a lot of stress off me, but I do wish she’d call just to let me know they’re safe and well hidden. But I remind myself that they’ll call when they can. Discretion is paramount right now. I know that. Not that it makes this any easier. 

			Things are definitely in motion right now, and there’s nothing I can do to slow them down. All I can do is what Stone and Fish have told me to do: act normally and do my job. Easier said than done though. Easier said than done. 
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			After the two-week furlough Section Chief Bomani Ayad gave us after our last case, the team comes pouring into the bullpen like a bunch of kids greeting each other at school again after summer break. Even sitting in my office with the door closed, I can hear them laughing and trading insults with one another. Even Lucas, one of the newest and most rigid, personality-wise, is out there goofing around with the rest of them.  

			I watch them through the glass walls of my office, a small smile flickering across my lips. I’ve had time to marinate in the mess that was the attack on Fish’s safe house, and it’s still not sitting right with me. It’s still bothering me and has cost me a couple of nights’ worth of sleep. In my mind’s eye, I keep seeing that team bursting in and putting Fish’s men down. Then I see April moving in behind the kill squad and putting them down by herself. It’s all just so chaotic. It’s all just so surreal. Even still. 

			Astra, my best friend and right hand, crosses the bullpen with a Starbucks cup in each hand. She comes into my office and sets one of the cups down in front of me, then drops into the chair on the other side of my desk and takes a sip from her cup. 

			“There is a special place in heaven for you,” I say and raise my cup to her. 

			“Yeah, I know,” she grins. 

			“So? How was your furlough?” I ask. “I didn’t hear from you.”

			“It was fantastic. Benjamin and I went down to Long Beach,” she tells me. “We ate and drank too much, frolicked in the sun, sand, and sea, and danced the night away…”

			Astra’s voice trails off, but she has a fond smile on her face, and I can tell that in her mind, she’s still down there in Southern California with the love of her life. 

			“That sounds amazing,” I tell her.

			“It was. I almost didn’t want to come back.”

			“Almost?” 

			She shrugs. “As much as living that life of leisure appeals to me, catching bad guys appeals to me too. And Benjamin has a big project he’s working on. I think his partners would frown upon it if we just disappeared,” she says.

			“They’ve met you. I’m sure they’d understand.”

			Astra grins. “Besides that, if I didn’t come back, you’d fall apart.” 

			“Okay, that’s probably true.”

			Astra looks at me over the rim of her cup as she takes a drink. Her eyes narrow, and she gets that familiar furrow of the brow she gets when she catches a hint of something off. She lowers her cup, wrapping both hands around it, and purses her lips. 

			“What is it? What happened?” she asks. “Judging by the look on your face, you didn’t go somewhere fun and exotic on your furlough.” 

			I take a drink and set my cup down, a wan smile on my face. “You know, you’re pretty decent at your job, Russo.” 

			“I really am,” she replies. “That’s why you should tell my uptight, never-has-any-fun boss I deserve a raise.” 

			“Hey, I have fun,” I protest.

			“Yeah? When?” 

			I screw up my face and think about the last time I went out and had fun. Truthfully, it’s been a little while. Between things with my sister, trying to avoid being murdered by the Thirteen’s operatives, and my job, there isn’t ever a lot of time to cut loose and have some fun. That’s the one problem with living the job. With being the job. But I’m not complaining. Much. 

			“I had fun when I went out with Charles,” I say. 

			“Honey, that was like two months ago.” 

			“Yeah, well, life is busy,” I shrug. “For both of us.” 

			Charles Kragen is my neighbor and somebody I’ve been seeing off and on for the past few months—ever since he saved my life by pulling me out of my burning condo after one of the Thirteen’s assassins tried to end me. He’s a good guy. Gorgeous. Intelligent. He’s a Seattle patrol cop and ticks all the boxes. At least he should. There’s something that holds me back from fully opening up the gates of my heart to him.

			And to his credit, he’s all right with this casual arrangement we have going. I know he’d like something a little more, but he hasn’t pressed me about it. We’re both very busy people, and he understands that my dating history is… complicated. I told Charles all about Mark Walton—the operative the Thirteen planted in my life to keep close tabs on me—and he gets it. He understands why I’m gun-shy about relationships and seems willing to move at my pace.

			“If you move any slower with him, you’re going to grow roots, Blake,” she says. “I swear to God, I’ve seen glaciers move faster.”

			“He’s not complaining.” 

			“That’s good. But I want you to be happy, Blake. I’ve seen you with him, and he makes you happy,” she presses. “You need to do more of that. You need some balance in your life.”

			“Yeah, maybe. Probably.”

			“Definitely,” she adds. “But it’s more than that. What happened while I was gone?” 

			I gnaw on my bottom lip for a minute as I put order to the chaos in my head. When I’m ready, I fill her in on everything that’s happened over the last couple of weeks. Astra pales as she listens to my story, and when I’m done, she sits back and whistles low.

			“Well, I’m really glad to know that Kit is all right,” she says. “And that she’s awake.” 

			“I’d feel a lot better about it if they’d call me.”

			“I’m sure April is just being cautious. I mean, if a hit team showed up to take me out, I’d probably be laying pretty low too.” 

			“Yeah. So would I,” I tell her. “It’s just nerve-wracking to be sitting here unable to do anything to help.” 

			“I get it. But it sounds like Kit is in good hands. I mean, this April sounds like an absolute badass,” she says. “To go full ninja like that, get the drop on four trained assassins, and to put them all down? That’s hardcore. I think I want to be like her when I grow up.” 

			“It was impressive. She was cool and collected and just handled her business,” I admit. “Though, I have to say it was sloppy work on the kill squad’s part. They were tight and precise up until that moment. But to not have somebody covering their rear? Sloppy.” 

			“Yeah, okay, Monday morning quarterback them all you want,” she shrugs. “All I know is they’re gone and she’s not. And neither is Kit. That’s all that matters.”

			I nod. “Yeah. You’re right. That’s all that matters.” 

			“What I’m most curious about is Stone showing up in the nick of time,” she says. 

			“Trust me, I’m curious about that too. I’ve never been a big fan of coincidences. Especially not coincidences as big as this.”

			“Maybe it’s such a big coincidence, it can’t be anything but that,” she offers. “I mean, he’d have to know you’d be looking askance at it if he’d set it up. And I just can’t see Stone being that sloppy.”

			“Neither can I. But what if he knew we’d say that? Knew that if it looked that careless, we’d write it off as being too unrealistic to be anything other than a coincidence and—”

			Astra cut me off with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “You’re getting in way too deep here,” she says. “You’re seeing conspiracies wrapped in mysteries wrapped inside of riddles and stuffed inside of enigmas. With secret sprinkles and a cherry on top.” 

			“Wow,” I say. “That’s… a lot.” 

			She shoots me a mischievous grin. “Exactly. That’s exactly what I mean.” 

			A wry smile touches my lips. “Fine. I get it. And maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m overthinking this whole thing. But can you blame me?” 

			“You are overthinking this whole thing,” she says. “And no, I don’t blame you. In your shoes, I probably would be too.”

			“Oh, I know you would be. You’re as bad at overthinking things as I am.”

			“And I’m not denying that,” she nods. “But just like you’re always there to rein me in, I’m here to rein you in as well.” 

			“And I appreciate you for that.” 

			“That’s what friends are for,” she says. “They’re also for telling a girl when she needs to get out, have some fun, and get some lovin’.” 

			I laugh. “Back on that already, are we?”

			“Oh, we never left that.” 

			“Clearly,” I say. “But we’re going to have to table that for now. Here comes Stone.” 

			Astra glances over her shoulder then turns back to me and frowns. “To be continued.” 

			“Hopefully not,” I reply. 

			Astra laughs as she gets to her feet. She greets ADIC Stone as he walks in then quickly departs, making sure to close the door behind her. Stone takes the seat Astra just abandoned. He crosses his legs and then folds his hands, placing them on top of his knee. He looks at me for a long moment, an expectant look on his face. I know what he wants, but I don’t think I can give it to him just yet.

			“Can I help you with something, ADIC Stone?”

			“I was just wondering if you’d given some thought to what we discussed?” 

			“It’s more or less all I’ve been thinking about.” 

			“And? Have you come to any conclusions?” 

			“Not yet, I’m afraid. It’s a lot to take in.”

			“I understand that, but as I said, there are things in motion and they’re picking up momentum,” he says. “My source told me that operatives attempted to eliminate your sister. They told me the team failed and, instead, were killed themselves.” 

			My stomach lurches as I look at him. I’m completely flabbergasted. There are only so many ways he could know that. Either he’s part of the Thirteen and it was discussed at one of their get-togethers—perhaps at the Black Salmon—or he’s being truthful about having a source inside the Thirteen who is feeding him intel. 

			“Your sister… is she all right?” he asks, sounding genuinely concerned.

			“As far as I know, yes.”

			“She’s alive. That’s good,” he says. “Was she conscious?” 

			“She walked out of the safe house but she looked very weak,” I tell him. 

			“You haven’t spoken with her?”

			I shake my head. I know I need to be careful with how much I tell him. There’s a chance that Kit is working with Stone. And if that’s the case, he’s going to have to understand my discretion. But if he is a Thirteen operative, even the slightest piece of intel I give him can be used against my sister. If he’s hunting her, that could be fatal. That’s a mistake I will not make. I’m not going to put a target on Kit’s back. 

			“No, I haven’t. She’s gone underground. And when she’s underground, she goes dark,” I tell him. “I have no way of making contact with her.” 

			It’s not entirely a lie. I have April’s burner’s number, and I’m sure if there was an emergency, she’d find a way to get in contact. But I also have no idea how true it is either. For all I know, April could have ditched the burner long ago.

			“Well, if you can’t find her, it’s a good bet they can’t either. So, it’s not necessarily a bad thing,” he says as he strokes his chin.

			“Has your source given you any further information on what they’re planning?”

			He shakes his head. “Not yet. They need to be careful when pressing for intel though. If they get caught…”

			He doesn’t need to finish his statement because I understand the implication he’s making. It’s not exactly subtle. 

			“We need to trust each other, Blake. I know I’m asking for a lot by asking you to trust me, but that’s how important this is. We might only have this one chance, and I need you on my side,” he says. “I want you to take on this fight with me.”

			He’s pressing hard, and I’m starting to feel a little cornered. But if things are moving as quickly as he thinks, I can understand his sense of urgency. I’m just not ready to jump on the same page with him yet. I’ve long admired Maximillian Stone, but as I’ve learned, people aren’t always what they seem.

			The Thirteen has infected the very institutions of our government. Judges. Senators. Congressional Representatives. Staffers. Who knows how deep this organization goes or who exactly its members might be? It’s not outside the realm of possibility that high-ranking members of our law enforcement agencies might be involved. Frankly, I’d be surprised if we found out the Thirteen didn’t have tendrils in the FBI, CIA, NSA, or any of the other alphabet agencies. 

			That’s not to say Stone is one. That’s not to say he’s not either. I don’t want to believe that somebody I’ve admired for as long as I’ve admired Stone could be involved with a group like this. That he’d be a party to some of the terrible things they’ve done—and will continue to do until we stop them. But at this point, I can count the number of people I truly trust on one hand. And I’d still have fingers left over. 

			“I need you, Blake. I need you with me on this,” he says. “But for now, until I know more and can give you something that will make you trust me, it’s important we act like normal. As I said at the Black Salmon, they’re going to be watching, and we don’t want to tip them off that we’re on to them.” 

			“You have my word, sir.” 

			His lips press into a tight line. Unable to hide the disappointment on his face, Stone gives me a nod, then gets to his feet and walks out of my office. He takes the time to press the flesh and exchange a few words with my team, and they all share a few laughs.

			Stone casts a final glance back at me before he turns and leaves the bullpen, and I hate that I cannot get a read on him one way or the other. 
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			Not long after Stone leaves, Section Chief Ayad strolls into my office. He’s got something that looks like a smile on his face and a far more casual attitude than I’ve seen from him before. He and I have mixed like oil and water since all these changes were made to our department. Or perhaps we’ve been more like fire and gasoline. Suffice it to say, Chief Ayad and I haven’t gotten along from the start. 

			But to his credit, Ayad seems committed to making relations between us better. After we got back from our last case, he insisted we take the furlough, wanting to give us some time to decompress after what had been a horrible nightmare. He wanted us to take the time to do a little self-care and get our heads right. It’s a level of awareness and care I never expected to see from Chief Ayad. He’s results-oriented and drives his people to the breaking point. He’s not known to be so… nurturing. 

			It’s been shocking, to say the least. But it was very appreciated, and to judge by the faces of my team out there, I’d say it was not just much needed but also helpful. Our last case was the worst I’ve ever worked on in my career. And I’ve worked some bad ones, but it’s not even close. That should be expected, though, when you deal with a serial killer who also ends up being a cannibal. Even worse, a cannibal who wanted to leave a mark on his tiny, rural North Dakota town, so he slipped the flesh of some of his victims into the meals he served at his barbeque restaurant. 

			Yeah, it was that bad. Frankly, I’m a little bit surprised to see the team out there laughing and carrying on like they are, given the fact that I think only Astra and I escaped partaking in Jay Scopes’s special recipe along with them. I think I would be scarred for life if I even suspected that I’d gotten a bit of human meat in my meal. But they’re either brilliant actors or are incredibly well-adjusted, because to look at them, you’d never know they were the victims of one of the most heinous acts I’ve ever heard of. 

			Ayad sits down in the chair that both Astra and Stone have been keeping warm all morning and sets a black file folder in his lap. He seems to be trying. Which means I probably should be making an effort, too, since neither of us is likely going to be going anywhere anytime soon. And the atmosphere around here would be a lot more pleasant if we got along. Or if, at least, we weren’t at each other’s throats all the time. It’s a tough pill to swallow because I don’t like answering to people. But it’s one I’ll have to swallow for the good of the team. And my own mental health. 

			“Welcome back,” Ayad says. 

			“Thank you,” I reply. “And thank you for the time off. It looks like it’s done the team a lot of good.”

			He looks over his shoulder and then back at me again. “They certainly look like they’re recharged and ready to go.” 

			“They do. And I take it by that file in your hand that you’ve got a case for us?” 

			He nods. “Yes, I do. I’m sure it’s not going to be pleasant, but I’m relatively certain this one won’t turn out to be as… traumatic as your last case.” 

			A rueful smile forms on my lips. “We can hope. I’m not sure my team won’t resign en masse if we have something like that happen. I’m pretty sure they’re going to be watching what they eat from now on.”  

			He doesn’t move to hand me the file. Instead, he continues sitting there with his legs crossed, looking at me with an expression of curiosity on his face. 

			“You talk a lot about your team but never about yourself.”

			“My team is my responsibility. I need to be concerned for their welfare and safety.” 

			“I know. And I respect that about you, Blake. But my question is, who looks out for you?” 

			It’s a question far more personal than he’s ever asked me before, which puts me off-kilter. He and I don’t have that sort of relationship. We’re not friends. We’re colleagues. And to be frank, although I know I should put in the same effort to improve our working relationship that Ayad is, I have no desire to be his friend. He and I are never going to hang out and get a drink after work, and we’ll never be on each other’s Christmas card lists. I just don’t get that sort of vibe from him.

			However, I’m not ashamed of how I practice self-care. There is no reason to not answer his question other than to be stubborn and not wanting to reveal personal details of my life to a man I don’t really know and can’t say I care for all that much. But then, I don’t think that answering his question necessarily implies that we’re anything other than colleagues. After all, it’s a question Rosie, the big boss in the field office before ADIC Stone, asked me before, and I never hesitated to answer her. 

			“I see somebody,” I say in the interest of keeping the peace. “I’ve got a counselor I go to who helps me process and decompress.”

			“Good. That’s good, Blake. We see some of the worst things humanity has to offer day in and day out. We experience the worst the world has to offer. Taking care of ourselves and keeping a healthy perspective is critical to do this job,” he says. 

			He says it like he’s making some big, enlightening point. I already know all of that. It’s why I see Dr. Reinhart. Granted, I don’t see her as regularly as I should, but I go see her when I need a mental tune-up to avoid going into critical mass. The petty part of me wants to say, “Duh. Obviously.” Thankfully, the grown-up part of me takes control and quashes that impulse.

			“Yeah. Exactly,” I agree. “I’d be a mess without that kind of outlet.”

			“As would we all,” he says. “I’m very glad to hear that you take the mental health of your team—and yourself—seriously. That’s important.” 

			“It’s what allows us to keep doing what we do day after day,” I say. “Speaking of which…”

			I gesture to the file he’s holding, and Ayad grins.

			“So anxious to get back to it?” he asks. 

			“I am. The bullpen is starting to sound more like a kindergarten class than a special ops team, and I’d like to give them something to pour all that energy into.”

			“Fair enough,” he says. 

			Ayad gets to his feet and drops the folder on my desk in front of me. “Good hunting, Agent Wilder,” he says. “And if you need anything, don’t hesitate.” 

			“Thank you, sir.”

			He gives me another smile and then exits my office. When he leaves the bullpen entirely, I open up the file and take a glance through it. Thankfully, this one is local, so I’ll be able to sleep in my own bed at night. That’s a plus. But this case is going to be brutal, I can tell already. I’m also glad to see that there likely isn’t going to be a cannibal component to it, so I think we’re in the clear there. 

			After taking a few minutes to get acquainted with the case, I get to my feet and carry the file out to the bullpen. With all the laughing and insults flying around the room, it really does sound like a bunch of children. As I march to the front of the room, I toss the flash drive that was in the file to Nina and gesture for her to cue it up. She snatches it in midair and sets to work. 

			“All right, all right, settle down, children,” I call out. 

			The room quiets down and everybody turns to me. I take a moment to survey the room and look over my team. They’re all smiles and seem to be in genuinely good spirits—even the new additions. I don’t see anybody looking out of sorts or like they’re hiding their true feelings. People mask their feelings all the time. But there is always a tell. I call it the yips; we all get them from time to time. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, but it’s also not something we can let control us or we’ll be useless out in the field. 

			It would be understandable if any of them had a case of the yips after going through something as horrible as we did and experiencing that level of awful. I’m sure what we dealt with—are still dealing with—will leave scars. But as I look into the faces of everybody in the room, I see nothing but determination. They’re a resilient bunch, and I’m honestly proud of each and every one of them.

			“Welcome back, kids,” I say. “I hope you all enjoyed your time off.” 

			The bullpen erupts in applause, thumbs-ups, and calls for another furlough from everybody. I laugh but gesture to quiet them down. The laughter and cheering slowly taper off, and the room falls silent again. The smiles fade and are replaced by expressions of disgust as everybody seems to remember what it was that earned them that furlough in the first place. If I could, I’d erase the memory from all their minds. But I can’t, so we’ve all just got to handle it and move on. And for the most part, I think they’re doing just that. 

			“Okay, Nina, lay it on us,” I say.

			“Yes, ma’am,” she replies. 

			She taps out a few commands on her keyboard and the screens on the wall behind me light up. She puts up the pictures of our three victims and sends the files on the flash drive to everybody’s tablet. 

			“What are we looking at?” Astra asks.

			“We are looking at Ted Gray, twenty-seven years old; Miller Holzberg, forty-three years old; and Daniel Klaas, twenty-three years old,” I list off. “All three were convicted of sex crimes against children, and all three are now dead. Our guy’s MO is obviously to torture them first and then murder them. After that, he calls 9-1-1 to report his crime. I’m sure he hangs around to watch the fallout of his handiwork, so we’re going to want to scrub all the news footage and look for street cameras or videos from bystanders at the scenes. I’m positive our guy will be in the crowd, so we’ll want to check the crowds at all three scenes carefully for anybody who’s turned up at all three.”

			“Got it,” Rick nods. “I’ll start accessing footage now.”

			“Good,” I reply. “Now, brace yourselves because this isn’t going to be pleasant. Nina?” 

			Nina hits another key, and the crime scene photos appear alongside their DMV pictures, eliciting a gasp from everybody in the room. You can barely tell the remains in the crime scene photos are even human. The remains are all charred and blackened, and in the close-ups of the bones and skulls, the fractures are obvious. 

			“Somebody’s murdering pedophiles?” Lucas asks. “Sounds like addition by subtraction to me. Total win-win, if you ask me.” 

			If anybody else shares his opinion, they’re smart enough to keep it to themselves. I understand the sentiment, and I personally won’t shed a tear for a pedophile who transitions out of this world. But I don’t agree with Lucas’s blunt assessment either, so I turn to him. 

			“Murder is murder, whether it’s a pedophile or a Catholic priest,” I tell him. “The simple fact is that somebody killed these men, and it’s our job to bring that person to justice. Murder is never justified, and none of us have the right to act as judge, jury, and executioner—regardless of how disgusting and morally reprehensible the victim might be.” 

			My words have a chilling effect on the bullpen, and everybody lowers their eyes to their tablets. Lucas frowns but gives me a nod, an abashed expression crossing his face. 

			“Sorry, boss,” he says. 

			“It’s fine. And it’s probably best we have this conversation now,” I tell him. “This case isn’t going to be fun. It’s going to be gross, and it’s going to stir up a lot of strong emotions—not to mention, strong opinions. I need to know now if anybody can’t put aside their personal feelings and work on this case with a clear and objective mind.” 

			I look around and watch as everybody exchanges glances. But nobody says a word. I can’t have somebody who is going to let their bias affect the way they investigate. If they can’t be unbiased, it’s best if they sit this one out. 

			“There is absolutely no judgment from me—or anybody else,” I press. “If you would prefer to not be on this case, that’s fine. I can find something else for you to do. Or you can extend your furlough. But I need to know that everybody on this case is all in—that you will give one hundred percent even though the victims are so… loathsome. There is zero pressure on you guys to work this case.” 

			I’m giving them all an out, but nobody is taking it. They’ve stopped looking at each other and have turned their eyes to me again, and all I can see on their faces is that same determination and steely-eyed resolve.

			“All right,” I say. “Then let’s get to work.”  
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“Okay, we’ve got three victims over the last five months. Ted Gray worked as a ride-share driver and was killed first,” I start. “He served just under three years for exposing himself to a group of girls who were less than thirteen years old.” 

			Rick puts the crime scene photos of Gray up on the screen, and I grimace. Whoever killed him worked him over first. Badly. Pedophiles evoke strong emotions and reactions from people, and for good reason. Crimes against children are especially heinous; personally, I don’t think these creeps get nearly enough time behind bars.

			There is no cure for pedophilia, and the recidivism rate is exceptionally high. It was likely only a matter of time before Gray victimized somebody else. And clearly, someone wanted to prevent that from happening. 

			“Cause of death is blunt force trauma,” Astra reads from the ME’s report. 

			I look down at my tablet and read along with her. The details of his murder are grim. Multiple broken bones. Skull fractures. Collapsed lung. Several different internal injuries that would have killed him on their own. The fact that there are so many different potentially fatal wounds just seems like overkill. Somebody wanted this guy to really suffer before he died.  

			“So, burning the body was secondary. After he was dead,” Mo postulates. 

			“Nope,” Astra says. “There is smoke in the lungs… meaning he was still alive when our guy torched him.”

			“Jesus,” Lucas mutters. 

			I survey the crime scene photos, looking at everything in the background. Gray was killed in an abandoned industrial building out in the warehouse district. There is trash littering the ground and graffiti on all the walls. It looks like the sort of place where homeless people might camp out. That might provide us with a lead. 

			“Miller Holzberg is victim number two,” I say. “A former oral surgeon, he was convicted of molesting five young boys after knocking them out before surgery. He served eight years.”

			“Eight years?” Nina gasps. “That’s it?” 

			“Sounds like he had a shark for a lawyer,” Astra mutters. 

			I purse my lips and shake my head. Eight years hardly seems adequate for destroying the childhoods and the innocence of five boys. It turns my stomach, to be honest. But that’s static I can’t afford to let fill my head. None of us can. It’ll only pull our attention away from what’s important. And if we’re not sharp, we’re apt to miss something. 

			“It’s not our job to worry about the time—or lack of it—these people served,” I say. “Our only job is to find their killers. Got it?” 

			Everybody mutters, but I see them all doing their best to rein themselves in. This case is only going to get tougher as we go on and more details emerge, and I need them to be prepared for that. Or eject if they can’t. 

			“Listen. As I said, this case isn’t going to get better as we go on. I guarantee you it’s going to get nastier,” I tell them. “I want you all to know that if you hit a breaking point, it’s all right to pull the pin. Get out if you can’t maintain your distance from this. There will be no judgment and no pressure. I promise you that I will not think one iota less of any of you.” 

			I look around the room, giving them all a chance to pull the plug. Nobody does though. 

			“All right, let’s move on,” I say. “The third victim is Daniel Klaas, twenty-three years old. He did eighteen months for statutory rape—he had just turned nineteen, his girlfriend was seventeen at the time, and her parents turned him in.”

			“That doesn’t quite seem to fit the pattern,” Mo comments. “I mean, technically speaking, he wasn’t really a pedophile. Those two went to high school together.”

			“But he’s on the registry,” Lucas points out. “And he’s listed on the Megan’s Law website. Anybody can look him up, and it doesn’t give the details of his conviction. Anybody looking might just assume he’s a pedophile.” 

			I nod. “Let’s assume that our killer isn’t acquainted with the finer points of the cases and is just scanning the website for names,” I say. “That explains why all three bodies are in the same condition and were left in the same sort of surroundings—old warehouses or alleys.”

			“He’s making a statement,” Astra says. “He’s throwing them out like garbage.”

			“That’s what it looks like to me too,” I say. 

			I look at the photos of the other two crime scenes, and like the first, they’re just tossed in with the trash. Their bodies were left in the worst parts of town. The parts of town where I doubt anybody will have seen or heard anything.

			“I thought serial killers stuck to a certain type—a preference,” Lucas pipes up. “But Ted Gray is black, in his late twenties, and came from an economically disadvantaged background. Holzberg is older, white, and relatively affluent. And Klaas is young and black, from a middle-class family. This guy is all over the board.”

			“Preferential killers stick to a certain type,” I begin. “Ted Bundy’s victims were usually brunette with long, straight hair parted down the middle, and they all bore a remarkable resemblance to one another—”

			“Until the end when he was spinning out and murdered a twelve-year-old,” Astra cuts in.

			“Yeah, that’s true. But like you said, he was spinning out and devolving,” I say. “The majority of Edmund Kemper’s victims were college co-eds. And the vast majority of Gary Ridgway’s victims were sex workers or runaways. The point is those are preferential killers. They gravitate to a certain type for one reason or another—usually one that only makes sense to them—and rarely deviate from it.” 

			“Okay, so what does that make our guy here?” Lucas presses.

			“What we have here is a mission-oriented killer. He’s a cleanser,” I say. “He thinks he’s been called upon to clean the world of the pestilence of pedophiles. That’s his mission. That’s his job and his higher calling. And he’ll cross all racial, economic, and even gender considerations to complete his mission.”

			“Well, that should make finding him simple,” he says sardonically. 

			“Surprisingly, it might make it easier than catching a preferential killer,” Astra says. “Think about it. Instead of having to find one brunette woman in a city that’s got tens of thousands of them, we’ve got to figure out which pedophile he’s targeting—which is a population that’s much, much smaller.” 

			“She’s right,” Mo nods. “The fact that he’s only targeting pedophiles helps us.” 

			“Why the over-the-top brutality though?” Nina asks. “I mean, to beat them so savagely, then burn them alive—it’s excessive.” 

			“He’s making a statement,” I shrug. “He’s inflicting as much pain as he can to punish these men for their crimes.” 

			“And at the same time, he’s sending a warning to other pedophiles in the area. Demonstrating what could happen to them,” Astra adds grimly. 

			“Uh, guys?” Rick says, his voice tight with nerves. “I found something, and you’re most definitely not going to like it.”

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“On screen,” he says. 

			I turn around as Rick pulls up a video clip. And the moment he does, I get a sick, greasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. The clip starts to play, and we see Holzberg in the frame. He’s bound to a chair and gagged, but his eyes are wide and his face is twisted with fear. Sweat is pouring down his face in sheets, and his blue button-down shirt is soaked through with it. 

			A man in a black hoodie steps into the frame. His clothes are baggy and oversized, making it impossible to gauge his size. The hood is pulled low over a face that’s covered with a black and gold luchador mask. The man turns to the camera, and even through the mask, I can tell he’s smiling. He holds a metal baseball bat up to the camera and nods menacingly.

			“Rick, what are we watching?” I ask.

			“The killing—it was livestreamed,” he replies.

			“You’re kidding me,” Astra whispers. 

			“The video would argue otherwise,” Rick says.

			His attempt at his usual banter with Astra falls flat. Nobody laughs, and everybody’s eyes are fixed on the screens in front of us. The luchador steps forward and draws his arms back then delivers a vicious swing. The aluminum bat connects with Holzberg’s skull with a sickening “ping,” and blood immediately begins to flow down the oral surgeon’s face. The blood seems like it triggered a frenzy in the luchador because he starts taking wild hacks with the bat.

			At some point, the gag in Holzberg’s mouth falls out, and the sound of his screaming is even worse than the constant ping of the bat making contact with his body as a background sound. I focus my eyes on the walls of the building he’s in, looking at everything and trying to pick up on some subtle clue that didn’t show in the still pictures. I scan the graffiti, the trash, and the boxes. I look for reflective surfaces, trying to see if I can pick up on anybody else standing out of the frame. I search for anything but find nothing, my mind consumed with the sound of the savagery being inflicted upon Holzberg.

			Eventually, the screams taper off and then stop altogether. The luchador doubles over, his hands on his knees, breathing heavily from his exertion. But through his ragged panting, I can hear him laughing. My eyes drift to the bat and stop. He’s holding it about halfway up the barrel and has it pressed against his knee. The thick end of the bat is pure red, and all I seem able to do is watch the thick, scarlet drops falling from it. 

			The luchador stands up and tosses the bat off-screen, then turns to Holzberg. The oral surgeon is limp, and his head hangs down to his chest. His face is barely recognizable as human anymore, his visage a bloody nightmare. The luchador pulls out a knife and cuts the bonds holding him to the chair—then yanks the chair out from under him. That done, the man in the mask walks out of frame. 

			Holzberg falls to the ground limply and lies there in a bloody heap. Unbelievably, he’s barely breathing, and yet somehow seems to be clinging to consciousness. There’s a dent in the side of his head where part of his skull caved in under the beating he’d taken. The luchador steps back into the frame with a gas can and turns it over, soaking Holzberg’s limp, bloody body. He doesn’t even react. Somehow he’s still alive, but I think it’s only a technicality at this point. 

			Once the gas can is empty, the luchador tosses that away, too, then turns to the camera. He pulls a book of matches out of his pocket and waves it back and forth mockingly. The next thing he pulls out of his pocket is a small black device and holds it up to his mouth. 

			“It’s a voice modulator,” Rick notes.

			And sure enough, when the luchador begins to speak, his voice sounds tinny and robotic, which makes it all somehow even eerier. 

			“This is the end that every single one of you pieces of filth can expect. If you harm a child—if you even think about harming a child—we will be there. And you will suffer this man’s fate,” he glowers. “Society and our justice system have coddled you for too long. We will not tolerate your existence any longer. Leave this city, or we will be there when you least expect it. We are in the shadows waiting to snatch you up. Leave… or this will be your fate. You have been warned.” 

			With a flourish, the luchador lights the book of matches and then throws it onto the prone but still breathing body of Miller Holzberg, who ignites immediately. The flames shoot upward and then crawl across his body, consuming him. Holzberg lets out a sharp, keening wail that cuts off abruptly, and then he’s still. The sound of his body sizzling echoes out of the speakers, competing with the crackle of the flames. 

			“That’s enough,” I say softly. “Turn it off.” 

			The screen goes dark, and a heavy, oppressive silence fills the room. My team is staring down at their hands or their tabletops, stricken expressions on all their faces. I swallow down the sick, greasy feeling in the back of my throat and run a hand through my hair. I didn’t expect this case to be this horrible this soon. In its own way, it’s every bit as horrible as our case out in North Dakota. Different. But just as horrible. 

			“Each of them—Gray, Holzberg, and Klaas—was filmed,” Rick breaks the silence. “The same guy in the luchador mask is in all of them. He wails on them with the bats then sets them on fire.” 

			“Jesus,” I mutter. 

			“I’m pretty sure Jesus had nothing to do with that mess,” Astra says. 

			“Rick, can you trace the source of the live stream?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “Maybe if we catch it when it’s actually streaming. But these clips were posted on other sites. I’ll try to find it, but I doubt I’ll be able to trace the source.” 

			“So, we need him to livestream his next murder to get a fix on him?” Lucas asks.

			“Yeah,” Nina says. “Pretty much.” 

			“I’ll set up an alert so the next time this creep goes live, I can try to trace him,” Rick offers. 

			“Good. Yeah. Do that,” I say. “In the meantime, let’s start digging into our three victims. We need to find the nexus between them. Our luchador came across all three of them somewhere. I want to know where.” 

			“Isn’t it possible he just pulled them off the sex offender’s website?” Lucas asks.

			“It’s possible. But my gut is telling me that’s not the case.”

			“Why’s that?” he presses.

			“Because I checked it out and the website uses color codes to display the threat level of each offender: red, blue, and yellow. Holzberg and Gray are both flagged with red. But Klaas is flagged blue,” I tell him. “If our luchador’s mission is to rid this world of pedophiles, he’s going to want his actions to make a big, big statement. That means taking out the most notorious pedophiles around. I don’t think he’d waste time on a blue flag.” 

			“Okay, that’s fair,” Lucas nods. “That makes sense.” 

			“Good. Glad you approve,” I reply. “Now, Lucas and Rick, I want you to focus on finding the nexus between our three victims. There has to be some point of commonality for all three of them. Someplace our luchador came across them all.” 

			Lucas nods and makes his way over to the station next to Rick. “Got it.”

			“Astra, I want you and Mo to start going through all their court cases. I want to know any common people—judges, prosecutors, bailiffs. Hell, I want to know if they had the same court reporters,” I say. “Check out anybody whose name appears more than once in the court records.” 

			“Aye, aye, Cap’n,” Astra says. 

			“Good. All right, folks. Let’s get to work.” 
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			Heroes & Hoagies Sandwich Shop; Downtown Seattle

			I knew it was a mistake the moment the words came out of my mouth. Everybody has an order fifteen lines long with all their special requests. The sheet of paper I have with everyone’s orders looks like a damn receipt from CVS. Why doesn’t anyone just order off the menu like a normal person anymore? But my team is working hard digging up everything they can about this case, so springing for lunch seems like the least I can do. 

			I step out of the Field Office and into the sunshine of an unusually warm day. It feels nice, so I decide to walk the few blocks to the sandwich shop rather than drive that short distance. I slip on my sunglasses and start off, letting my mind wander free. There’s so much clutter up there that I’m hoping a little bit of physical exertion will help clear it out. My thinking is usually better and sharper when I’m physically active.

			Which means I’m going to need to take a nice, long run tonight. Between what’s going on with Kit, Stone, and everything else, the inside of my skull is a crowded, noisy place. I need to quiet it down some and throw out all the trash. I need my thinking to be crystal clear and razor-sharp. Maybe now more than ever before. If Stone is right and the Thirteen is moving against me and Kit, then I need to be ready to react.

			More than that, I need to find a way to get ahead of them. Exactly how I’m going to accomplish that, though, I have no idea. It feels like they are always thinking three moves ahead and usually have me in checkmate before I even know they’ve moved their piece. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been blindsided by them. And it’s because I don’t know who to trust. I don’t know who I can trust. The corruption of the Thirteen is so pervasive that most days it feels like I can’t trust anybody. 

			It’s a sad way to live. To constantly be on guard and to never trust anybody, to always have to be looking over my shoulder and waiting for the other shoe to drop… it’s a lonely way to exist. But the fact that they inserted somebody into my life and made me fall in love with him, only to find out he was working for the enemy the whole time? Yeah, that’s going to screw anybody up. I don’t even need a visit with Dr. Reinhart to know something like that is going to leave some deep psychological scars. 

			It’s why I can’t commit to anything serious with Charles. Or with anybody. Obviously. I mean, I’m pretty sure any first-year psych student would get that. Before joining the Bureau, I excelled in my studies. A double major in Criminology and Psychology gave me an edge and really helped me see things that nobody else could. I was at the top of my class because I knew—and still know—the human mind inside and out. What I don’t know how to do is to let go of that traumatic chapter in my life. I can’t move past Mark Walton and let myself enjoy my life again. Can’t let myself enjoy my time with a man as kind as Charles.

			My inability to let go of that painful memory both shames and frustrates me. Dr. Reinhart thinks I’m being too hard on myself. She tells me that I’ll let it go when I’m ready to let it go. But that’s the thing—I feel like I’m ready. I’ve felt like that for a long while now. But every time I’m close to opening up to Charles, it’s like alarms start going off in my head and my body goes into emergency lockdown. It puts my heart and all my feelings into a steel box and then locks it away in the deep recesses of my mind. It’s like a reflex every bit as involuntary as breathing. 

			Foot traffic is thicker than usual on the street today as people are taking advantage of the sunny weather. I weave my way around and through the crowd, finally making it to Heroes & Hoagies. The old-fashioned bell over the door tinkles as I step in and take my place in line. H&H, as it’s called, is a veteran-owned place that’s been extremely popular since it opened a couple of years ago. Not only are people keen to support the veterans, but they also make a hell of a good sandwich here. 

			The front half of the shop is dedicated to the grab-and-go crowd. There’s a long counter to the right with a glass case displaying all the different sandwich fixings. They put it together for you right there and shuffle you down to the cashier at the end of the counter. On the wall behind them is an enormous American flag hanging above the boards displaying the day’s specials along with the permanent items. 

			Hanging around those boards are shadow boxes displaying unit patches and medals earned. There are also half a dozen framed photos of the owners during their time over in Iraq and Afghanistan. The wall to my left is all windows that look out onto the street outside. A raised counter runs the length of the space to give the folks who want to grab a quick bite something to look at. The back half of the place is for people who want to sit down and have a meal. All the waiters and waitresses who work the back half of the shop are vets as well.

			“Hey, welcome,” says the man behind the counter. “What can I get for you today?”

			I pull the list out of my pocket and start to read it off but then shake my head and hand it to him with a sheepish grin.

			“Sorry, it’s probably just easier if you read the list,” I tell him with a laugh.

			He looks at the list and groans. “I guess nobody orders off the menu anymore.”

			“Right? That was my exact thought too.”

			He grins at me. “It’s no problem. It’ll take me a few to knock this out.” 

			“Great. I’ll just stand over here,” I tell him. “The order will be under Blake.”

			“Got it,” he says and snaps me a quick salute. 

			I step over to the raised counter and look out at the street. The streets of downtown Seattle are alive with dozens of people scurrying to and fro, everybody on their own errands. Their own missions. Tourists, delivery drivers, office workers, people walking their dogs. 

			And somewhere among them is a killer. Somebody out there is hunting pedophiles and unleashing the most vicious sort of brutality I’ve honestly ever seen. Brutally beating them to death with a bat would be one thing. But beating them to the point of death—and not letting them die only so they’ll feel it when they’re set on fire—is an entirely new level of sadism. 

			As I stand there looking out at the street, the skin on the back of my neck starts to tingle, and I feel a wave of goosebumps rush up my arms. It’s the unmistakable feeling of being watched. I casually turn and look around the shop. I don’t see anybody paying undue attention to me, nor do I see anybody sneaking furtive glances. Everything looks perfectly normal, and yet, that feeling of being watched persists. 

			“Blake!” a man’s voice calls. “Order’s up!”

			His voice pulls me out of my head and snaps me back to the moment. I turn away from the window and walk to the counter. The cashier is already ringing up my order when I arrive, and she gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. She’s a short, stout woman with a very rigid expression. Her brown hair is tucked back under her hat—I assume that’s how she wore it in the military. Her brown eyes are warm but slightly guarded. She’s a woman who’s seen some things in her time. 

			“How we doin’ today?” she asks. 

			“Depends on what the damage here is,” I reply.

			Her laughter seems genuine, but she quickly cuts it off and glances at the people behind the counter with her. I’m guessing she’s only rotated home recently and is still trying to find her footing as a civilian. This is probably the best place for her to do that. She’s still around people who share her experiences, but it’s more casual and less structured. It should hopefully help her transition into normal life again. It’s one of the reasons I’m such a big supporter of this place—they help people who genuinely need it. 

			It makes me think of the shop, my team, and how we’re a lot like these people in a way. Those of us in the bullpen have seen some truly awful things and shared some pretty traumatic experiences together. Like the veterans who work in this store, we’ve seen and done things ninety-nine percent of the population couldn’t imagine. Wouldn’t want to imagine. I wouldn’t wish the things we’ve seen on my worst enemy. All that is to say I understand how difficult it can be to relate to people who don’t have the same experiences. She’s clearly not super comfortable around people other than “her people,” and I get that.  

			“It’s going to be sixty-five dollars, twenty-eight cents, ma’am,” she says. 

			I hand her my card. “Not the most expensive lunch tab I’ve had to pick up.”

			“It’s one of the most complicated I’ve seen come through here though,” she replies.

			“I work with a bunch of five-year-olds. Notoriously picky eaters,” I joke.

			She gives me a grin as she tears off the receipt and offers me a pen to sign. I make sure to include a generous gratuity then hand it all back before picking up my bag.

			“Have a good day, ma’am,” she says. 

			“You too. And next time, it’s just Blake.”

			I give her another smile then turn and head out of the shop. As I step out onto the crowded sidewalk, that feeling of being watched intensifies. I take a moment to slip on my sunglasses, using that time to glance around. Nobody stands out but my instincts rarely lead me astray. If they’re telling me someone’s out there watching me, then someone’s out there watching me. 

			Hoisting the bag of sandwiches, I start off down the street, using the cover my sunglasses give me to scan the street around me. Nothing stands out right away, but then something catches my eye. I stop in front of a shop, then turn to face the large, plate glass window, doing my best to look like any other casual window shopper. But of course, I’m not looking inside. I’m looking in the reflection, and that’s when I catch sight of the figure in the dark, baggy jeans and black hoodie across the street.

			The hood’s pulled low so I can’t see his face, but I notice that he stops when I do and waits in the doorway of another shop. Turning away from the window, I continue down the street, and in the reflection of another tall window, see the man in the hoodie start walking after me again. If I had any doubts about being followed, they’re gone now. I don’t know who that is, but all I can hear in my head is Stone’s voice telling me their assassin is not going to stop until he completes his mission: eliminating me. 

			There are too many people on the street, so confronting him here is out of the question. I doubt the man would hesitate to start firing into the crowd. That means I need to lure him somewhere more secluded and get the drop on him. Or I suppose I could hightail it back to the Field Office, but that doesn’t seem like an option to me. I have a chance right here and right now to get some answers. All I have to do is get my hands on whomever it is that’s following me and put him into the ground. After that, I’ll get him in a box and sweat him until he gives me answers. 

			But first things first. I hang a left at the side street instead of continuing on the way I’d come. It’s a longer route back to the Field Office, but it’ll just look like I’m taking advantage of the sunshine and shouldn’t alert my pursuer that anything is amiss. As I walk, I make a show of dropping my receipt. It flutters to the ground, and I stop to pick it up, pretending like it’s an accident. As I do, I glance behind me and don’t see the hood. This side street isn’t busy—there are maybe half a dozen people on this side street, but the guy in the hood isn’t one of them. 

			I get a queasy feeling in my gut. I don’t like losing sight of him. Not knowing where he’s lurking is ten times worse than knowing he’s behind me. Deciding it’s better to return to the Field Office and regroup than stand out here in the open like a sitting duck, I turn and pick up the pace. I’m just passing the mouth of an alley between a thrift shop and an art studio when a hand shoots out and grabs me by the forearm. 

			A startled gasp bursts from my throat as I wheel around, my free hand going for my weapon. I stop, though, when I see a familiar face looking back at me from the shadows of the hood.

			“April!” I exclaim. 

			She pulls me down the alley with her and pushes me up against the wall behind a dumpster. April leans out, her hand underneath her hoodie where I assume her weapon is, and looks up one side of the alley and down the other. Seemingly satisfied that we’re alone, she turns back to me and takes a step back. She keeps her hand where it is and continues scanning the alley, looking ready to fight at the drop of a hat. 

			“I picked you up just outside the shop,” I tell her. “You’re getting sloppy.”

			She laughs softly. “Trust me. If I were trying to be completely invisible, you never would have seen me coming.” 

			“I believe it,” I reply. “Good to see you, April. But next time, can we meet somewhere a little less… aromatic?” 

			A small grin flickers across her lips. “Good to see you too.”

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “As well as can be expected.” 

			“What in the hell happened?” 

			April shakes her head. “I went out for food, and when I came back, I saw that the door had been kicked in. I heard the sound of suppressed gunfire. I knew it wasn’t Fish’s men firing, so I waited until it stopped, then stepped in and made my move.”

			“Yeah, I saw the highlights on the hidden surveillance camera,” I tell her. “I’m grateful you got Kit out of there.” 

			“I’m glad I got back in time.”

			“I know better than to ask where you’ve got her stashed, but I just want to know if she’s all right. I didn’t know she had fully come out of her coma—”

			“She came out of it earlier that day. We were going to call you once she got a little rest but then… well, like you said, you saw the highlights.” 

			“Is she all right?”

			“She’s still weak. She’s nowhere close to a hundred percent,” she tells me. “Kit’s drifting in and out of consciousness. But she’s alive. That’s something.”

			“It is something. A big something,” I reply.

			“Anyway, I just wanted to meet face to face with you to reassure you that we’re both all right,” she tells me. “And to tell you that during one of her moments of lucidity, she wanted me to tell you that she loves you.” 

			April’s words send a dagger of emotion through my heart, and I feel my eyes well with tears. I bite them back and try to keep my cool. I rake my fingers through my hair and take a second to gather myself, then raise my gaze to April’s again. There’s still work to do, and I can’t afford to let my focus slip. 

			“Has she said anything about Stone?” I ask. “Is she working with him?” 

			“She hasn’t said anything about that. Not yet,” April replies. “But her periods of lucidity are short. And when she is lucid, she’s still struggling with her memory. There’s a lot she still doesn’t recall. What’s going on, Blake?” 

			I give her a quick rundown of everything that’s happened and why I need to know about Kit’s connection to Stone so badly. When I’m finished speaking, April frowns.

			“I’ll keep trying to press her. But the doctor I’ve been using says her memories might not come back anytime soon. Or at all,” she tells me.

			“Yeah. I know memory after a trauma is a tricky thing. I get it,” I nod. “Just keep on it. Don’t press her too hard, obviously, but keep trying to help her remember.” 

			“I’ll do that. And I’ll keep in touch,” she says, handing me a new burner. “My number is the only one programmed into it. Make sure you toss the other one I gave you.”

			“I will.”

			April steps forward and gives me a hug. “I’ll keep you in the loop.” 

			“Keep the both of you safe, April.”

			She nods then turns and slips away. It’s not as good as seeing my sister, but seeing April alive and well, and knowing she’s looking after Kit, lifts a thousand-pound weight off my shoulders. It’s like April instinctively knew I needed to see her just for the reassurance it provided. While it’s not the same as seeing Kit face-to-face, it’s something.

			I push away from the wall and walk out of the alley. I look left and right, but April is already gone. A frown stretches my lips as I think about this entire situation. I want it to be over. I want my sister back. I should be with her right now, taking care of her and helping her to recover. But I can’t. Going anywhere near her right now could be signing her death warrant… and mine. I need to find a way to bring an end to this once and for all. 

			But I know doing that means I’m going to have to trust somebody. It means I may need to trust ADIC Stone. And I just don’t know if I can do that, because if I trust the wrong person, I might as well put a gun to Kit’s head and pull the trigger myself, then put it to mine and do the same. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“Okay, so what do we have?” I call out as I walk into the bullpen. 

			Everybody looks at each other, and there are frowns all around. Apparently, we don’t have much of anything. I hand out all the sandwiches and chips and give everybody a few minutes to dive into their lunches. 

			“So, do I take that resounding silence to mean we’ve got squat?” I ask. 

			“Zero. Zilch. Nada,” Rick says. 

			“I get the picture,” I say. 

			“They all ran in different circles, didn’t have any social commonalities, and had no professional overlap,” Nina says. “We just can’t find the nexus linking any of them.”

			“As far as we can tell, these guys didn’t even go to the same coffee houses,” Lucas adds. “They all grew up in different parts of the city and have never lived in the same neighborhoods. It seems like the only common link between them is the fact that they’re all on the sex offender registry.” 

			I take a bite of my sandwich, savoring the cold roast beef, the tang of the horseradish, and the explosion of other flavors. This is my favorite sandwich in the world. I chew on the food thoughtfully for a moment as I mentally chew on what Rick, Nina, and Lucas just shared. I can’t say I’m entirely surprised they have no common links. They all grew up and lived differently from one another. I was hoping for something though. 

			“Okay—Mo, Astra, did you two turn up anything?” I ask.

			“Different judges. Holzberg had some shark of an attorney, which is why he was able to plead his case down and get such a favorable sentence,” Astra says. “But Klaas and Gray both had public defenders—different ones, before you ask. There isn’t any overlap there either.”

			“The only overlap comes in their POs,” Mo says around a mouthful of sandwich. “Klaas and Gray both report to a probation officer named Soto. Holzberg reports to Hirshberg.” 

			I chew up another mouthful of sandwich as I think about it for a moment. It’s then that a thought occurs to me. 

			“Hey, don’t these guys have to do a stint in a halfway house when they get out?” I ask. 

			“Usually, yeah,” Astra says, then taps away at her keyboard. She frowns. “No joy. Klaas and Gray both did their stint at a place called Crossroads, but Holzberg’s reentry was at a joint called Emerald Valley.” 

			“Damn,” I mutter. “So, we’ve got no nexus between our three bodies.” 

			“Except for the registry,” Lucas offers. “It’s the only point of commonality between all three of them.”

			“Looks like it. But once we’re done eating, it’s time to start pounding the bricks,” I say with a nod then look up as a thought occurs to me. “Hey, Rick, does that website log the IP addresses of the people who visit? I mean specifically, if somebody clicks on one of the names on the map, will it capture that IP address?” 

			“I know they’re not supposed to. And officially, they don’t,” he says. “It’d be a privacy violation of some sort, I think. I seem to recall some flap about that.”

			“Okay, but unofficially?” 

			He shrugs. “I can’t say for sure. Not without getting into their website and having a look around for myself.” 

			I arch an eyebrow at him. “Is that something you can do?”

			He chuckles. “Not officially. And not without a warrant,” he says. “Which means we’d have to go to Ayad and get him to sign off on it.” 

			“And with what we have, that means we’re not going to get it,” I grumble. 

			“He seems to be in a good mood,” Astra offers. “Maybe a good enough mood to give you the warrant we need.” 

			“His mood isn’t that great,” I tell her. “And I don’t want to burn up whatever meager amount of political capital I may have with him.” 

			Silence falls over the bullpen as we all consider our options, which frustratingly, aren’t many. I’ve always hated the very start of an investigation. That time when we don’t have much to go on or much of a direction. Like right now. There has to be something that links these three together other than the sex offender’s website. I mean, I realize it’s the most obvious thing, but it just doesn’t feel right. 

			“All right, Astra, you’re with me,” I say. 

			“Where are we headed?” 

			“We’re going out to the freshest crime scene,” I say. “I put in a call to have the lead detective on the case meet us out there.”

			“This should be fun.” 

			“I want the rest of you to keep digging,” I tell them. “We need something. We need some link between our victims. Or failing that, we need something that will give us a warrant. One thing or the other. Clear?” 

			They all nod in agreement as they dive back into their lunches. Astra is already packing hers up to go and getting to her feet when I turn to her. 

			“Let’s do it,” I say. 
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			“He’s late,” Astra grumbles. 

			“Passive-aggressive power play,” I reply. “He’s letting us know he doesn’t like Feds and will go out of his way to annoy us rather than work with us.” 

			“Yeah, well, I’m annoyed, so his plan is working.”

			I give her a grin. “Try to keep from taking it personally.”

			“Blah,” she mutters. 

			We’re standing outside a long-abandoned strip mall. The asphalt in the parking lot is cracked and pitted, and weeds are sprouting up through the holes as nature reclaims the land. The strip mall itself consists of four shops, the names of which have all faded into history, and the building is crumbling. The glass windows—and the boards that were put up after the glass was shattered—are long gone. There are holes in the walls, and the roof has collapsed in a couple of different spots. The only thing that seems to be thriving in this place is the graffiti—the walls are covered in it.

			“Charming,” Astra says. 

			“Has a really lived-in feel to it,” I reply. “Speaking of which, I’m willing to bet there are plenty of people living inside the building.”

			“Probably, yeah.” 

			“Then we need to talk to them,” I say. “If this is where Klaas was killed, maybe one of them saw or heard something.” 

			“And you think they’re going to talk to you?”

			“Probably not. But we have to try.” 

			“I know, I know,” Astra says. “Due diligence.” 

			“Exactly.” 

			We cross the lot, our hands hovering near our weapons, as we enter the building on the end. It was once four separate shops co-existing inside the larger building, but that separation rotted out and was knocked down long ago. The walls that divided the different shops are largely gone, leaving one large open space.

			“Over here,” I say.

			The yellow crime scene tape inside, like that on the outside of the building, has all been pulled down. Scraps of it lay on the floor among all the other trash and debris. Movement in the corner of my eye draws my attention, and I turn, my hand on the butt of my weapon. A man is standing in the corner watching us. When he sees me touching my weapon, he puts his hands up, licking his lips nervously, his entire body trembling.

			“I—I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it,” he stammers. “Don’t shoot me. Please don’t shoot me.” 

			“I’m not going to shoot you.” 

			Astra moves slowly, taking up a flanking position so she can keep him between us in case this goes sideways. The man is filthy, his clothes little more than rags. He’s not very tall, maybe five-eight or so, and has sallow skin. His blue eyes are rheumy and bloodshot, the few teeth he has are yellow, and his long hair and scraggly beard are mostly gray. The man’s cheeks are sunken and hollow, and he looks nearly emaciated.

			“What’s your name?” I ask. 

			“C—Craig. Craig Wagner.”

			I notice that in the corner is a pile of blankets, papers, and bags stuffed full of things I can’t see or identify from here. Craig sees me looking at his stuff and moves in front of it defensively. I gesture to it.

			“Do you live here, Craig?” 

			“S—sometimes.” 

			“Okay, were you here three nights ago?” I ask. 

			A slow grin spreads across his lips, and his face looks colored with madness. He giggles, then quickly covers his mouth with his hand and looks away. I exchange a glance with Astra. We’re dealing with somebody who has some mental health challenges—something that’s all too common among the homeless. I just hope he’s “here” enough to give us some useful information. 

			“Y—you mean the night that man went up like a Roman candle,” Craig says, trying to stifle his giggle. “That night?”

			“Yes, that night. Did you see the man who was killed?” 

			Craig’s smile fades, but he can’t stop the giggle from bubbling out of his mouth. He hides it behind his hand as if he truly believes we can’t hear it if he does that. 

			“This is important, Craig,” I press. “Did you see the man who did it? The man who set the other man on fire?” 

			“It wasn’t a man,” he replies, his voice suddenly serious. “It was a monster. A devil. It was the devil. I saw him.”

			“The devil?” I ask.

			He nods, his expression serious. “H—his face was black and gold, and his eyes glowed red. H—he saw me watching and pointed at me, so I ran away. I was scared. I didn’t want him to burn me up, too, so I ran.”

			I frown. The red, glowing eyes are obviously a figment of his imagination, but the black and gold face was the luchador mask we saw in the video. 

			“Did you see anything else?” I ask. “Did you happen to see the human face of this… devil you saw?” 

			He shook his head. “I ran. I ran away.” 

			“Is there anybody else who lives in here with you, Craig?” I ask. 

			“S—sometimes.” 

			“Was anybody else here that night?” 

			Craig looks from me to Astra and back again. His eyes widen and an expression of absolute terror stretches across his face. He points one of his bony fingers at us.

			“Y—you’re with him. You’re with the devil! You’re trying to make me say something!” he screeches. “Tell him I didn’t say nothing. Tell him I am a good boy.”

			Without warning, Craig turns and bounds through one of the holes in the back wall of the room. He’s surprisingly quick and agile, and he’s gone before Astra and I can even react. 

			“Should I call it in?” Astra asks with a shrug. “I’m sure he won’t be hard to find.”

			I shake my head. “Nah. Let him go. I don’t think he’d be able to keep it together long enough to give us anything useful,” I say. “Besides, he didn’t see anything we didn’t. He never saw the perp’s face. All he saw was that stupid mask.” 

			I stare at the ground where Daniel Klaas was beaten and burned to death. The concrete floor is charred where the body had fallen and burned, and there are several large, dark stains I assume are Klaas’s blood.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo?” 

			We both turn as one, hands on our weapons, to find a man stepping through the doorway. Seeing us ready to draw, he puts his hands up. He’s got no weapons and is holding a manila folder in his hand. 

			“Detective White,” I say.

			“Yeah. That’s me,” he replies. 

			“Thanks for coming.” 

			“Did I have a choice?” 

			His voice is cold as he looks at us with a clear expression of irritation. He’s just about six feet tall and has a bit of a middle-aged paunch around his middle. I’m guessing it’s from eating on the go as often as he probably has to. The life of a city cop doesn’t lend itself well to eating healthy. His neck is long with a prominent Adam’s apple. He has a horseshoe of iron-gray hair and is bald on top with dark eyes on a long face that are sharp and don’t seem like they miss a thing. What he might lack physically, I have no doubt he makes up for mentally. 

			Detective White steps over to us and hands me the file. “Why is the Bureau involved with this?” he asks. “This is my murder.” 

			“This is the latest in a string of three murders,” I tell him. “We’ve got a serial, so the Bureau took jurisdiction.”

			“Of course, you did. You Feds are all the same. You all think you’re eight-hundred-pound gorillas who can throw your weight around like you own the world,” he spits. 

			“Detective White, I’m just doing my job. I was assigned to this case. Same as you,” I say.

			“We’re on the same side here,” Astra adds. “We all want the same thing.” 

			“We’re not, and we don’t,” he says. “Not really.” 

			Knowing we’re never going to see eye to eye with this guy, I flip open the file and peruse his notes—not that there’s really all that much to look at. I look up and wave the file.

			“Kind of thin, isn’t it?” I ask. 

			He shrugged. “There’s not much to go on,” he says. “No witnesses, no cameras, no nothing. Just one creep who was beaten and burned.” 

			“You don’t seem particularly upset about it.”

			“Should I be? That piece of filth got what he deserved if you ask me,” he hisses. “The world is better off without a piece of garbage like Daniel Klaas. I mean, is it any big loss? So what if a couple of pedophiles get themselves offed? Is it worth expending a lot of police and investigative resources to track somebody down who, I think, did the world a favor? Give the guy a medal, I say.”

			“That’s a pretty surprising attitude coming from a seasoned detective,” I reply. “I understand your feelings, but the simple fact is, somebody murdered these men. Like them or not, they shouldn’t be dead right now. And yet they are.” 

			“I hope you’re not expecting me to shed a tear for them,” he says. “I don’t cry when somebody takes the trash out.”  

			I see Astra’s face darken, and I know she’s about to explode. She looks at me, and I give her a small shake of the head. But I see that train has left the station already.

			“Do you know why Daniel Klaas was arrested?” Astra asks.

			“Yeah. He diddled a kid,” White shoots back. 

			“Not really. He was nineteen—just barely out of high school. But his girlfriend was still a senior,” Astra says. “His parents didn’t like him. Didn’t like the relationship. Never did, even though they’d been together for years. So, when they found out they were still sleeping together, they called the cops and had him arrested for statutory rape. He wasn’t out there molesting children. He dated a girl in high school and stayed with her after he graduated. Did he deserve to be treated like this?”

			White opens his mouth to reply but bites back his words. He clearly hadn’t done his homework and didn’t know why Klaas had been arrested in the first place.

			“So… why was he killed then? If he wasn’t a pedophile—”

			“Because the killer made the same assumption you did,” Astra cuts him off. “Because the killer, like you, prejudged him and didn’t have all the facts.” 

			“Is there anything you know that isn’t in this file?” I ask. 

			White looks down at the ground, his face clouding over with what looks to me like shame. Embarrassment. But he shakes his head. 

			“Nah. Everything I’ve got is in there,” he says. 

			I nod. It’s about what I thought. It means he assumed it was just a dead pedophile who didn’t deserve his time and effort, so he didn’t work the case all that vigorously. I look over at Astra, clocking the expression of disgust on her face. 

			“Okay, we’ve got what we need,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“Gladly.” 

			I take one last look around the space before turning and heading out. 
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			Municipal Courthouse, Office of Probation Services; Downtown Seattle

			I tap my foot restlessly on the linoleum of the waiting room, growing more agitated by the second. We’ve been sitting here for almost an hour now. I don’t mind a wait, but the waiting room is the living embodiment of depression. The walls are institutional gray, the acoustic tiles in the ceiling are cracked and falling apart, the linoleum beneath us is filthy and peeling, and the plants in the corners died ages ago by the looks of them. Sitting in a pit of misery like that is getting to me. 

			“This is ridiculous,” I grumble.

			Astra shoots me a grin. “What was it you were telling me back at that strip mall? It’s just a passive-aggressive power play and that we shouldn’t take it personally?” 

			I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” 

			We share a quiet laugh. The waiting room is half-filled with rough-looking guys—all of them here to check in with their probation officers. Sitting directly across from me is a big, burly biker with long, shaggy brown hair and a scar that runs from the corner of his right eye and down his cheek, disappearing into the thick, lumberjack-style beard he’s sporting. He gives me a wink and lasciviously licks his lips. 

			“Really?” I groan. “Does that actually work on whatever planet you come from?” 

			He chuckles, his voice a deep, rattling bass. “Women can’t resist my charm.” 

			“Is that so?” I ask.

			He nods. “It sure is.”

			“Uh-huh. Can’t resist, huh?” I say. “And I assume you’re here checking in with your PO because you either got tagged with a sexual assault charge or you violated one of the many restraining orders taken out against you? How’d I do?” 

			“You best watch your mouth,” he growls. 

			“Or what?” I reply. “Going to take a swing at me? If that’s your plan, I should warn you that I punch back.”

			His face darkens, but it gets the guy sitting next to him laughing. His buddy elbows the man in the side as the burly man stares daggers through me. The way he’s looking and has reacted to me thus far tells me he’s the sort of man who doesn’t like strong, assertive women. He’s threatened by them. I think he was expecting me to go all shrinking violet on him or something. Yeah, that’s not really my style. 

			Astra is hiding her smile behind her hand, but her face is red as if she’s trying to choke down a laugh. I don’t think it’s funny. If I looked up the guy’s jacket, I have little doubt that I’d be proven right. The guy just reeks like one of those testosterone-driven, alpha male wannabes who think it’s their right to impose their will on any woman they see. Guys like this one expect women to fling their panties at him as they fall over and let him do as he wishes. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo?” the receptionist calls. 

			I never take my eyes off the guy as we get to our feet. And when I pull my jacket back and flash the badge I’ve got clipped to my belt, he pales and quickly looks away. I’ve got a devious smirk on my face as we step to the counter. There’s an inch-thick sheet of plexiglass separating us from the receptionist. It’s got a pass-through tray on the counter and a speaker that makes her voice sound tinny. 

			“Mr. Soto will see you now,” the receptionist says. “Just follow the blue line to the back offices. He’s in office 813.” 

			“Thank you,” I say.

			There’s a loud buzz as the door that leads to the back is unlocked. We step through and follow the blue line as instructed. We pass through a large bullpen area that’s filled with cubicles and is buzzing with frenetic activity. The staff in Probation Services are running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Too much work, not enough people. It’s the most common complaint among city and state workers for a reason. 

			“That was diplomatic back there in the waiting room,” Astra says. 

			“I was grumpy.”

			“Obviously,” she replies, giving me a grin. 

			“Guys like that make me sick.”

			“I hear you,” she says. “But I’d prefer it if you didn’t provoke the guy and make him go all Hulk-smash on us.”

			“Please.”

			“He was a pretty big dude.”

			“And what, you don’t think I can handle myself?” 

			“Against that? I’m not sure,” she cracks. “I’ve never seen you fight a grizzly bear before.” 

			I raise an eyebrow. “That guy? Seemed more like a teddy bear to me.”

			We share a laugh as we arrive at Soto’s door. It’s cracked partway open, and I can see him on the phone. He catches sight of us and waves us in. We walk in and I shut the door behind us; we take the pair of hard, uncomfortable chairs that sit in front of his desk. As he wraps up his phone call, I take a moment to glance around the office. It’s less depressing than the waiting room, but only by a matter of degrees. 

			The wall behind him is gray like the waiting rooms, but it’s got a few pictures hung up. Moody, black and white shots of various landscapes, and various framed citations and commendations. The frame that catches my eye, though, holds a photo of Soto graduating from the police academy. I didn’t know he was a cop. The credenza behind his desk, the one that holds all his personal mementos and all, is clean and clutter-free. It’s obvious he takes care in that section of his office. That’s the focal point and the one thing the people sitting in our chairs see most readily. He wants to make sure he’s presenting himself well. 

			The rest of his office is chaos. Every surface seems to have a pile of file folders stacked on it in no discernable order that I can figure. There’s a coat rack behind the door, three tall file cabinets that seem filled to bursting, and baskets filled with even more paperwork sitting around. Like the staffers we saw out in the bullpen, it seems like Soto also has too much work and not enough time to handle it all. 

			Soto himself seems relatively well put together. He’s got a salt and pepper crew cut, brown eyes, and a thick mustache on his upper lip. It’s hard to judge since he’s sitting down, but I’d say he’s around six feet tall, if not a bit more. He’s got tawny skin and the hint of a paunch of old age, but there’s still quite a bit of muscle underneath. It’s obvious that he takes care of himself. Like the section of the office behind him that we are facing, Soto likes to present himself well. 

			He hangs up the phone and closes the lid on his laptop then turns to us. “Sorry,” he says with a warm, friendly smile. “It’s a bit crazy around here today.”

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I introduce us. “And I get the feeling that’s the usual state of affairs around here,” I add, extending my hand.

			He nods. “Pretty much, yeah,” he says, shaking my hand. “Anyway, you didn’t come here to listen to me gripe about my job. What can I do for you, agents?” 

			“We’re here to talk to you about a couple of your parolees,” I tell him. “Daniel Klaas and Ted Gray—” 

			“Right. The kiddy diddlers,” he replies. 

			“Actually, Klaas was involved in a Romeo and Juliet scenario, and Gray was a weenie wagger and not a kiddy diddler,” Astra cuts in. “Technically speaking.” 

			Soto looks at her with a deadpan expression on his face for a moment, then grins and leans back in his chair. 

			“Fair enough. I’m not sure what I can tell you though,” he says. “I heard Teddy got himself killed. Gang thing, I think? And I’m not due to talk to Daniel for… another week, I think it is. But last I checked in with him, he was doing all right. Has a job, living with his folks. He’s steady. I think he’ll make it to the end of his probation.” 

			Astra and I exchange a look then I turn back to Soto. “You don’t know? About Daniel Klaas, I mean.”

			He shakes his head, a curious look on his face. “Know about what?” 

			“Daniel Klaas was murdered a few nights ago,” Astra tells him. “Horribly murdered.” 

			“What? No,” Soto frowns. “That can’t be right.”

			“Mr. Soto, we wouldn’t be sitting here right now if it weren’t true,” I say. “And your other case, Ted Gray—he was murdered by the same person in the same fashion.” 

			Soto looks up at the ceiling for a moment and runs a hand across his face, processing everything we’ve just told him. 

			“There’s another man on probation who was murdered in the same way Ted and Daniel were killed,” I add. 

			“His name was Miller Holzberg,” Astra adds. 

			Soto screws up his face and seems to be thinking, but then shakes his head. “I don’t know the name. He wasn’t one of mine,” he says. “But are you sure about Daniel and Teddy? They were murdered by…”

			“By a serial killer, yes,” I confirm. “And this killer is targeting people he believes committed sex crimes against children.” 

			“But his knowledge of the cases is rudimentary. They’re a lot more nuanced than he thought,” Astra adds. “Take Daniels Klass’s case, for example.” 

			“Wow. I—I don’t know what to say,” Soto says. “How can I help you, agents? I mean, I’ll do what I can, but I don’t have much to offer. Hell, I didn’t even know Daniel was dead.”

			“You might have more to offer than you think,” I say.

			“Yeah? Like what?” he asks. 

			“Well, do you know of any specific threats against him?” I ask. “Did Daniel mention having trouble with anybody?”

			Soto shakes his head. “No, he never mentioned it. But then, our conversations rarely went deeper than all the standard and required questions during check-in.” 

			“You never talked to Daniel like a human being?” Astra asks. 

			Soto looks at her, his expression darkening. “It’s not my job to be his friend, Agent Russo. I’m a PO, not a social worker,” he leans forward in his chair and says hotly. “Not only do I not have the time for it, but I also wouldn’t choose to be friends with these people anyway.”

			Astra opens her mouth to shoot some scathing reply at him, but I give her a subtle shake of the head to tell her it’s just not worth it. To be fair, I wouldn’t choose to surround myself with the criminals he’s tasked with keeping track of either. And I’m quite sure she wouldn’t either. She frowns but closes her mouth and looks away. Soto sits back again, glaring at Astra for a few moments before turning to me. 

			“So, he never mentioned anything about being followed or watched—nothing like that? No strange phone calls or anything?” I ask. 

			“No, Agent Wilder. Nothing like that.” 

			“And I suppose the same is true for Ted Gray?” 

			He shakes his head. “Nope. Teddy never mentioned anything about him having trouble with anybody either.” 

			“Then why did you say you thought he was killed in some gang issue?” Astra asks. 

			“Look, Teddy grew up in a rough neighborhood. He’s been mixed up with gangs since he was a kid. It was a natural assumption,” he says. “Besides, if he was having trouble, he wouldn’t have mentioned it to me anyway. It’s like the man was trained from birth not to talk to law enforcement. He’d sit here, and it was like pulling teeth to get anything out of him. He didn’t like me, or trust me, or even want to engage with the idea that he could build a life for himself that didn’t involve going in and out of prison for the rest of his life.” 

			“Yeah, well, he wasn’t killed by a gangster,” Astra says. “So, that seems like a pretty bad assumption in hindsight.” 

			Soto looks down at the top of his desk. “Yeah,” he says. “I suppose so.”

			“All right, I don’t have any other questions right now,” I say as I get to my feet. 

			Soto follows suit, an inscrutable expression on his face. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be much help, agents. I wish I could have.” 

			I pull a business card out of my pocket and lay it on his desk. “If you happen to think of anything, please give me a call,” I say. “And thank you for your time, Mr. Soto.”

			“Of course.” 

			We walk out of Soto’s office and then head out of the courthouse. The sun is already slipping toward the horizon when we get to the parking lot, casting the sky in fiery shades of orange and red. The sky to the east is rapidly darkening as night rolls over the land like the tide, and a cool breeze comes in off the Pacific. 

			“So,” I start. “That was pretty diplomatic in Soto’s office.”

			I throw Astra’s words back in her face with a grin. She rolls her eyes and shrugs. 

			“I just don’t like the guy. I got a bad hit off him,” Astra admits. 

			“A bad hit?” 

			She nods. “I mean, I get that he deals with criminals and everything, and I’m not saying he should be friends with them or anything. But he can still treat them like human beings.” 

			“And by them, you’re referring to Daniel Klaas,” I clarify. 

			“The kid didn’t do anything wrong. Not really. I mean, he did. But he’s not like Holzberg. He didn’t victimize anybody,” she replies. “And it’s like Soto didn’t even take the time to learn the facts of the case. He just passed judgment. Just like the guy who killed him.” 

			“I’m not defending Soto because I agree with you; he should know the basics,” I say. “But I also know probation officers are overworked. You saw that office in there. They don’t really have time to get to know all their parolees intimately.” 

			“Yeah. I guess.” 

			I feel as bad for Daniel as Astra does. But I’m trying to keep a professional distance from the whole situation. The only way to crack the case is to keep a clear head, a laser focus, and not get distracted by the feelings this whole thing is stirring up. 

			“The best thing we can do for Daniel is to find his killer,” I say. “And we will.” 

			Astra looks over at me, her eyes blazing with anger and determination. 

			“We will,” she says. 
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			King County Department of Public Defense; Downtown Seattle

			It’s a long shot, but Astra and I stopped by the public defender’s office the following morning to have a chat with the lawyers who represented Klaas and Gray. I doubt they’re going to know much, but in this kind of a case, you have to turn over every stone since you just never know what’s going to crawl out from under it. 

			We take the elevator up to the third floor and step into a waiting room that looks remarkably like the one at the probation services. It’s got the same depressing gray walls, cracked linoleum, and uncomfortable chairs. The only difference I can see is that the plants here aren’t quite as dead as they are over there. 

			We cross the lobby which, even at eight in the morning, is crowded with people waiting to see their lawyers. We stop at the reception desk and a fresh-faced twenty-something woman with a bright smile looks up at us. She must be new here. The creeping depression of the place hasn’t had time to leech the life out of her yet it seems. 

			“Hi, good morning,” she says brightly. 

			We flash her our badges. “Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’re here to see Stephan Boyd and Daryl Tucker.”

			She consults her computer and then turns back to us. “I’m sorry, Mr. Boyd is in court this morning,” she tells us. “But Mr. Tucker is in his office.”

			“Great. We’d like to have a word with him.”

			“Of course,” she nods. “I’ll call him and let him know you’re here.” 

			“Thank you.” 

			We take a step back as she picks up her phone and speaks quietly into it. A moment later, she hangs it up and turns that sunny smile back on us. 

			“He’s got a few minutes,” she says. “Just take the hallway to the right down to the end and take a right. He’s in office B7.”

			“Terrific. Thanks so much.” 

			Astra and I turn and head down a hallway that’s lined with black and white pictures of the courthouses and federal buildings around Seattle. 

			“Here it is,” Astra says. 

			We step into the open doorway, and he looks up from his laptop. Tucker’s office is the same institutional gray as the lobby and the probation offices, but his furniture is all polished light oak. Two bookcases flank the credenza behind him that is filled with law books on the lower shelves and framed photographs on the upper shelves. His degrees hang on the wall between the bookcases, and some personal mementos sit on the credenza.

			His entire office is clean and tidy. Obsessively so. It’s not what I expected. Public defenders, much like probation officers and social workers, are notoriously overworked. I usually expect their offices to look a lot like Soto’s. But everything in Tucker’s office is well organized and clean. All of his files are neatly arranged in holders, the drawers of his file cabinets aren’t bulging open, and there doesn’t seem to be a speck of dust anywhere. He’s an anomaly among public servants, to be sure. 

			Tucker gives us a tired smile as he takes a pair of round, wire-rimmed glasses off and sets them down on his desk then closes his laptop. Tucker looks to be in his mid-to-late forties with a stocky build. He’s a little under six feet tall with dark hair and a beard that is flecked with gray, and his eyes are the color of milk chocolate. Tucker isn’t wearing his jacket but has a charcoal-colored vest over a white button-down with a blood-red tie. He gets to his feet and extends his hand.

			“Agent Wilder,” I say. “And this is Agent Russo.”

			“Daryl Tucker,” he replies as she shakes our hands. “Nice to meet you both. But I’m afraid I don’t have much time. I’m due in court this morning.”

			“Of course. We won’t take up much of your time,” I tell him. “We just had some questions about one of your past clients.” 

			“Uhh… sure,” he says. “What’s the name?”

			“Daniel Klaas,” Astra says.

			Tucker looks off for a moment as if thinking. His chair squeaks as he leans back and crosses his legs. Tucker folds his hands together and rests them on his knee then turns back to us. 

			“Klaas,” he says. “That was the Romeo and Juliet situation, right? The girl’s parents turned him in because he was nineteen and she was seventeen?”

			I nod. “That’s the one.”

			“They’d been together through most of high school,” Astra adds.

			“Yeah, I remember that. I thought it was a pretty bunk case, to be honest. The parents were driving that one, and they had some pull in the DA’s office,” he admits. “They were moving forward with the prosecution, so I defended him. Really sad situation. Kid had a real future playing football. Had some of the big powerhouse schools recruiting him hard. After we worked out the plea deal, all the scholarship offers went away.”

			“Eighteen months,” I say. 

			“It was the best I could do,” Tucker says. 

			“And you couldn’t keep him off the registry?” 

			Tucker shakes his head. “The ADA wouldn’t budge on that. I think she was being pressured by the girl’s parents, to be honest. I don’t think she had much of a choice either. It was a real shame.”

			“Are you aware that he was murdered?” Astra asks.

			“Murdered?” he asks, his expression aghast. “No, I hadn’t heard that. When? How?” 

			“A few days ago,” I say. “And I don’t know that you want to know the details.” 

			“You can’t just say something like that and drop it,” he insists. “You know I’m going to look it up, so you might as well save me the time and effort and just tell me.”

			Astra purses her lips as if trying to decide whether to tell him or not. She looks at me and I give her a shrug. She opened that can of worms, so she gets to deal with it. As his public defender, Tucker will be able to get all the information regarding Daniel’s death anyway, so it wasn’t privileged information. There isn’t any reason to keep it from him. The expression that crosses Astra’s face tells me she’s come to the same conclusion. 

			“He was beaten nearly to death,” Astra tells him. “And then he was set on fire… while he was still alive.” 

			“Dear God,” he whispers. 

			“I don’t think God was anywhere around that,” Astra says with a frown. 

			His expression is one of shock and sorrow. It seems like Daniel Klaas had gotten under his skin every bit as much as he’d gotten under Astra’s. I watch him closely, though, looking for his tell—looking for the slightest sign of deception or the barest hint that he was involved in Daniel’s death in any way. But as far as I can tell, his reaction is genuine. He seems to be in shock that Daniel had been murdered. 

			“You got to know Daniel over the course of his trial?” I ask.

			He nods. “Yeah, a little bit,” he says. “As well as you can get to know a client anyway. There was a lot he didn’t tell me about himself or his life, which is understandable. He was my client, not my friend. But we had a good rapport. Unlike a lot of my clients, Daniel was a really good kid. Bright. Respectful. Ambitious and funny. He was really going places in his life. And he seemed to really care for that girlfriend of his.” 

			“Great,” I say. “And did he ever mention having problems with anybody?”

			“Problems? How do you mean?” 

			“Was he being stalked? Was he being threatened?” Astra clarifies. “Anybody following him or leaving him threatening voicemails or emails? Anything like that? Did his court case generate any specific problems for him?” 

			Tucker shook his head. “No. Not that he ever told me,” he says. “I mean, I know there are people who weren’t exactly thrilled with him—thought of him as a pedophile after it all came out. But he never gave me the sense that somebody was trying to kill him. He never mentioned any specific issues he was having with anybody. No threats or anything like that. I think…”

			He trails off, seeming to not want to admit to whatever it is he thinks out loud. But the look on his face shows that he’s warring with whether to put his thoughts out there.

			“What is it?” I ask. “If there’s anything we could possibly go off, it could help us.”

			He lets out a sigh and looks down at his desk. “I think the whole reason he got turned in was, well… because he’s black, and his girlfriend is white. I don’t think her parents exactly took a liking to that.”

			And that clicks some of the pieces in place. I nod in understanding. As much as Seattle likes to pretend it’s a truly progressive, forward-thinking place, there are still plenty of vile corners in this town. It doesn’t surprise me in the least that prejudice is still alive and well.

			“Is that anything you can prove? Any evidence to back it up?” I ask.

			“What’s to prove?” he shrugs. “They went through all the channels. They played by the rules. It’s not like they were wearing white hoods or anything. They just figured out a way to get him out of their lives.”

			Silence descends over the room as Tucker sinks back into his chair, his face clouding over with emotion. Daniel’s death seems to have made a big impact on him. But this turned out about like I thought it would. The lawyer doesn’t have anything of probative value for us. It’s just another long shot that didn’t pay off. 

			“We’re sorry to drop this in your lap,” I say. 

			He shakes his head. “No, it’s fine. I’m glad you told me.”

			Astra and I get to our feet, and I pull a card out of my pocket and set it on his desk. He picks it up and stares at it. 

			“If there is anything you can think of later that didn’t occur to you today, please, give me a call, Mr. Tucker,” I say.

			“Of course. Of course,” he says distractedly. 

			Astra and I turn and walk out of his office then head out. As we’re taking the elevator down, Astra turns to me.

			“Should we go intercept Boyd at the courthouse?” she asks.

			I shake my head. “It’ll probably just be more of the same,” I say. “I didn’t expect Tucker to know anything—and he didn’t. I doubt that Boyd is going to know anything more.”

			“What happened to turning over every rock?”

			A wan smile touches my lips. “It’s the same rock. No need to turn it over twice,” I say. “But I suppose you’re right. Due diligence and all that. We’ll send Mo down to have a chat with him. I don’t feel like hanging out around the courthouse.” 

			“What about the parents?” she presses. “If they were vindictive enough to get Klaas behind bars for dating their daughter, could they have killed him?”

			“I suppose,” I admit. “It doesn’t seem to fit the pattern of our serial. I’ll have Lucas talk to them, but I’m not expecting much out of that angle. If there was personal animosity between the family and Klaas, that doesn’t line up with our other two bodies. And anyway, I don’t particularly care to have to open up that wound with the family.”

			“At least you’re being honest about why you’re having the scrubs doing the grunt work,” she says with a quiet laugh. “With me anyway. What are you going to tell them?”

			“It’s one of the advantages of being the boss—I don’t have to explain myself,” I say and flash her a grin. 

			“I’ll remember that,” she says. 

			“You should.” 

			We laugh together as we cross the parking lot and head for my car.  
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“Okay, talk to me,” I say as I step to the front of the room. “What do we have?”

			“Not much more than we had yesterday,” Mo reports grumpily. “We still haven’t found a connection between our three victims.” 

			“Don’t feel bad. We came up empty with both the probation officer and the public defender too,” Astra notes as she takes her seat. 

			“There has to be something,” I mutter. “What aren’t we seeing?” 

			“Hey, boss,” Nina calls over.

			“Yes?” 

			“Yeah, so, you know how we were talking about getting into that registry website to see if it logs IP addresses of anybody looking up specific people?” 

			“Yeah?” I ask. 

			“So, I may have accidentally done a little sleep hacking last night,” she says. 

			I raise an eyebrow. “Sleep hacking?” 

			“Yeah, you know, some people sleepwalk, or sleep eat? Hey, I even heard some people have sleep sex—”

			“It’s called sexsomnia,” Astra cuts in.

			Everybody turns and looks at her curiously. I arch an eyebrow at her, a small grin tugging at the corners of my mouth, and she shrugs awkwardly as she laughs.

			“What? I read a lot,” she demurs and gives us all a wide grin. “Bunch of judgmental jerks.” 

			“Reading, huh?” I deadpan. 

			“Shut up,” she says. 

			Still smiling, I turn back to Nina. “Sorry, go ahead.” 

			“Anyway, I sleep hack.”

			“You do not,” Rick says.

			“As far as you know, I do,” she fires back. “Anyway, it was during one of these sleep hacking sessions that I got into that Megan’s Law website. They do, in fact, still log IP addresses. I have no idea why, but they do. I’ve collected all the IP addresses who’ve looked up our three victims over the past year, and I’m running them through a program right now looking for any common viewers.” 

			“That is excellent work, Nina. We’ll never be able to use it in court, but it could provide us with a lead,” I say. “Great work. I like it.” 

			“Thanks, boss,” she replies, seemingly pleased with herself.

			Rick looks at her with an expression of surprise but grudging respect on his face. “Bold move,” he says. “Look who grew a pair.”

			She rolls her eyes. “One of us had to have a set.” 

			Everybody gets a laugh out of their banter. It’s extremely good thinking, and if it yields a suspect, it’ll be even better. But this is one of those borderline things Ayad has climbed up my backside about before. Several times, in fact. What Nina did is extremely illegal—but only if anybody knows about it. 

			“Listen up,” I say. “I appreciate the initiative, Nina. But this is one of those things that can never leave the shop. Tell nobody about it. If it ever gets back to Ayad, that’s my butt. So, keep it under your hats.” 

			“My lips are sealed,” Nina says, and everybody else nods in agreement. 

			“Oh my God,” Rick exclaims. “Boss, that link is active.”

			I turn to him. “What do you mean?” 

			“The live stream—the killer’s live streaming again,” he almost shouts.

			The screens behind me all come to life, each of them showing a man tied to a chair with a cloth bag over his head. The luchador, in his black and gold mask, appears in the frame, and like a magician revealing his trick, rips the sack off with a flourish. He steps out of the frame again, leaving us to look at a man who appears to be in his late forties to early fifties. Sweat is pouring down his face in sheets, and his gray Mariners T-shirt is practically soaked through. 

			With russet-colored skin, dark eyes, and black hair that’s dotted with gray, the man tied to the chair looks to be of Hispanic descent. He’s got a stocky frame and healthy paunch around the middle. The man raises his head and looks at his captor, who is still standing off-screen. His face is etched with terror, and the tears spilling from the corners of his eyes mix with the sweat cascading down his cheeks. 

			“Rick, can you get a fix on the location?” I almost shout.

			“I’m working on it,” he replies quickly. His fingers are flying over the keys as he works. Nina jumps into the fray and begins clacking away at her keyboard as well, doubling the effort.

			“What is your name?” 

			The luchador’s eerie, robotic-sounding voice is heavily modulated and comes from off-camera. The man in the chair looks up, his eyes widening. 

			“Your name,” the luchador repeats. 

			“R—Raymond,” he stammers in a heavily accented voice. “Raymond Becerra.” 

			“And why are you here with me?” 

			Raymond shakes his head. “No sé,” he says. “I don’t know.” 

			“He’s using a ton of proxy servers that have me bouncing around everywhere,” Rick reports. “I’m having trouble cutting through all the noise to get a fix.”

			“Keep working,” I order. 

			“This guy is good, boss,” Nina adds. “Really good.”

			“And you two are supposed to be the best,” I demand. “Keep working.” 

			“Raymond Becerra,” Astra says from her workstation. “Forty-eight. Immigrated from Ecuador when he was eleven. When he was seventeen, he spent six years in prison for raping two fourteen-year-old girls.” 

			“He doesn’t have much of a footprint,” Mo adds. “He works at a local car wash. Lives in a one-bedroom walk-up in the Northgate district. No family. Single.”

			“One more time, Raymond,” the luchador says off-screen. “Why are you here?” 

			Raymond shakes his head vigorously. “No sé. No sé. I didn’t do nothing,” he cries. “Please, let me go. I didn’t do nothing.”  

			The panic in his voice is as palpable as what we see on his face. His tears are falling faster and harder, and he is thrashing against his bonds but can’t break them. Unfortunately for him, he did do something. Something terrible. Now he’s going to pay the ultimate price for those crimes. And there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it. 

			The camera feed jerks and turns around, and we find ourselves staring into the black and gold mask of the luchador. I strain my eyes, trying to see something that will give him away. But the mesh over the mask’s eyeholes keeps us from seeing so much as the color of his eyes. The background of the room he’s in looks like all the others—covered in graffiti and trash. 

			“When he was seventeen years old, Raymond Becerra was convicted of raping two fourteen-year-old girls. He spent six years in prison for his crimes,” the luchador intones in the creepy, robotic tone of the voice modulator. “Six years. A paltry exchange for taking the innocence of two young girls. It’s nothing when you compare that to the lifetime of torment those two girls have endured. Are enduring. That is not justice. But today, justice—true justice—will be served.” 

			“There are more than twenty thousand viewers,” Nina says, her tone filled with disgust. “And that number keeps rising. There are people all over the world watching this.” 

			I’m not surprised. People are nothing if not voyeuristic in nature. That’s why there are always rubber-neckers at the scene of an accident. It’s why there are websites dedicated to death and human suffering as well. There are clips of people dying in every horrible way you can possibly imagine. And sites like those are every bit as popular and widely viewed as any pornography site out there. 

			“Tag as many of the viewers as you can—just go with the locals,” I tell her. “Tag their IP addresses, and we’ll run them down later. I doubt we’ll get anything from them, but it doesn’t hurt to look into it.”

			“I’m on it,” Nina says. 

			“Rick, do you have anything?” 

			He shakes his head miserably. “I can’t get a fix on him, boss. The guy knows what he’s doing. Cutting through all his proxies is going to take time.”

			“We don’t have time. Or more specifically, Raymond Becerra doesn’t have time,” I say. “Is there any other way to get a location?” 

			“Wait… I think I have something,” Mo exclaims.

			I turn to her, feeling a rush of adrenaline. “What is it?” 

			“I’m reviewing the footage we have so far, and when he turns the camera back on himself, we can see through a window behind him—”

			“On screen,” I say.

			The monitor that’s mounted on the left suddenly pauses and then rewinds, and we see the luchador’s face on the screen. Mo winds the footage back frame by frame until she gets to where she wants and stops the footage. Sure enough, there’s a window behind him, and along with the sunlight streaming in through it, I also see a few structures in the picture. 

			“Can you punch in on that?” I ask. 

			Mo enlarges the frame, and through the window, I see the side of an old building. Attached to the brickwork is a sign. Time and age have left it weathered, and the graphics badly faded. But it’s still clear enough for me to make out the emblem and parts of the name of the company the building once held.

			“That’s the old Thurgood company building,” I say excitedly. “Get on the phone and roll PD, FD, and an ambulance, Mo. Get them out there now! Astra, you’re with me.” 

			On the live screen, the luchador is standing behind Raymond Becerra, still prattling on about true justice. But I noticed he has his aluminum bat in his hand, which means our time is running painfully short. Astra and I sprint from the bullpen and go tearing through the halls, heading for the motor pool. 

			The luchador has finally made a mistake. The only question is whether we’ll be able to get there in time to capitalize on it or not. 
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			Thurgood Fish Canning Company, Sand Point District; Seattle, WA

			Backed up to Puget Sound, the Thurgood Fish Canning Company had been one of Seattle’s oldest canneries until it went belly up in the recession back in the early ‘10s. But having opened in 1904, I’d say it had a pretty good run. The building is still largely intact and in relatively good shape. Having only been closed for a few years, the elements haven’t reclaimed it, and the squatters haven’t destroyed it. If it remains vacant for much longer, though, that might not continue to be the case. 

			The Sand Point District in Seattle is a rough place. Low median income, low housing prices, high crime rates. It’s a dangerous place to be. But I have it on good authority that a certain former Chinese crime lord has been quietly buying up all the land with plans on cleaning up the area and bringing some legitimate business here. Last I heard, he was involved in aggressive negotiations with the Thurgood descendants to buy up the very grounds we’re standing on right now, with the idea to turn it into a mixed-use space full of affordable housing and local shops, which is desperately needed.

			But none of that matters right now. Astra and I are crossing the parking lot and heading into the building. I smell smoke in the air and grimace at the unmistakable and pungently horrible smell of burned human flesh. 

			“We didn’t make it in time,” Astra murmurs. 

			I shake my head. “I didn’t have much hope we would. But we had to try.”

			The police and fire departments beat us out here and had already closed and secured the scene by the time we rolled up. We’re stopped at the tape by a bored-looking patrol officer. He’s a mountain of a man—easily six-four or six-five with wide, sloping shoulders, a thick neck, and biceps as big around as my thigh. I glance at his name tag and see that his name is Ramirez. 

			“Closed scene,” he says. “Nobody but SPD in or out.” 

			We badge him. “Agents Wilder and Russo—”

			“I said nobody but SPD in or out. I got my orders,” he snaps, cutting me off.

			“Whose orders?” I ask. 

			“Deputy Chief Lee. You got a problem, you take it up with him,” Ramirez says. 

			That’s enough to draw an audible groan out of me.

			“Great. Bring him out here then,” I say. 

			He looks at me, his face clouding over with annoyance. “Seriously?” 

			“Officer, what part of my statement was unclear?” I growl. “I have no desire to cause a scene and will follow SPD protocols, but you do not want to push me. Now, go get Deputy Chief Lee or this is going to go really badly for you. Understand?” 

			My words don’t appear to strike fear into him. But he rolls his eyes, sighs dramatically, then turns and starts to walk off. He stops to speak with another officer and gestures to us, likely telling her to keep us behind the tape. As the new officer walks over, he stalks away, grumbling to himself. The new cop, a woman about my height with copper-colored hair, pale skin, and blue eyes walks toward us, a sheepish expression on her face. She looks to be in her early twenties and her name tag identifies her as Officer Madison.

			“Pretty sure I can take him if you want to storm the scene,” Astra whispers.

			“Oh, I know you could,” I whisper back. “But we don’t need to be sending any of these guys to the hospital.”

			Astra guffaws but cuts it short as Madison approaches. 

			“Sorry about Ramirez,” Madison says as she steps to the tape. “He’s kind of a jerk.”

			“Yeah, I got that impression.” 

			“If it were up to me, I’d let you two past the tape. You’re Feds, for God’s sake. We’re all on the same team,” she gripes. “But he’s been on the job longer than me, so I don’t get a say.”

			“I understand, Officer Madison. And we have no desire to cause problems,” I say. 

			I see TJ Lee coming our way, and when he sees that it’s us, his expression sours. Lee is a good guy and a good cop, and we generally get along—sort of. Sometimes. But our relationship is… complicated. There’s the usual local LEO versus Fed tension, of course. But in addition to that, there’s a lot of tension because Paxton Arrington is one of my best friends, and there have been a lot of fireworks between those two. There’s a lot of history there, and I’ve been more or less caught in the crossfire. 

			Lee steps to the tape and stares at me for a long minute, neither stepping out to our side of it nor raising the tape to let us inside. Madison notices the tension in the air and takes a couple of steps away—though I can tell she’s still listening. Lee stands about six feet tall, and I think he’s a handsome guy. With his olive-colored complexion, dark hair, smoldering dark eyes, and toned, sculpted physique, he reminds me of that actor Daniel Dae Kim. But if there was ever a person who needed to have a stick surgically removed from their backside, it’s Lee. 

			“I should have known you’d try to bigfoot my scene,” he starts. 

			“Deputy Chief Lee,” I say with a broad grin. “I hear they took the interim tag off your title. Congratulations. That’s fantastic.”

			He clenches his jaw. “I worked hard to get it removed.”

			“I have no doubt about that at all,” I reply. 

			That remains a big point of contention for Lee. After the fallout from the former Deputy Chief’s scandal, Pax helped Lee get appointed to the interim spot. That’s something that didn’t sit well with Lee once he found out. He thought—and probably still thinks—that Pax did it fully expecting to have his hooks into the SPD. Nothing could have been farther from the truth. Lee is a good man and a hell of a detective, and both Pax and I agreed that he is a great man for the position—on merit alone.

			Not that Lee will ever hear that. It’s a silly, stupid grudge to hold. And though the two of us have worked together in the past, we’ve never exactly been each other’s biggest fans. I don’t know what the deal is with him. It’s like the minute he got the promotion, he turned right back into the sour grump that I’ve spent so long trying to chip away at.

			In a way, I get it. He’s working hard to improve the SPD’s image and regain the public’s trust. He takes his job very seriously. I just wish he didn’t have to lash out at me in the process.

			“What do you want, Wilder?” he growls. “Why are you on my scene?”

			“It’s our scene,” I fire back. “And you wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t called you. The SPD would have never known that Raymond Becerra was here if we hadn’t asked to have the police and fire dispatched.” 

			Lee’s face darkens, and he looks away for a moment as if he’s taking a second to gather himself. He finally turns back to me. 

			“If you were just going to come to bigfoot the scene, why bother calling us at all?” he asks.

			“Look, we’re not looking to bigfoot the scene. We’re willing to work with SPD—”

			“How magnanimous of you,” Lee cuts me off. 

			“We called you to roll units because we thought your guys might make it here before we did,” Astra growls. “Before the luchador murdered Becerra. The fourth body he’s dropped, if you’re keeping score at home.”

			Lee cocks his head and looks at us. “The luchador?” 

			“Yeah, that’s what we’re calling him because he wears a black and gold luchador mask. You know, the Mexican wrestling masks?” I say.

			“Yeah, I know what a luchador is. But what is this about a mask?” 

			Astra and I exchange looks then turn back to Lee. “You don’t know about the live streams?”

			He runs a hand through his hair. “Obviously not,” he admits. 

			“We’ve got a lot to catch you up on then,” I say.

			“It would seem that way,” Lee grumbles.

			He raises the tape, though, and allows us inside. I catch Madison’s eye, and she gives me a smile and a thumbs up. I hide my grin behind my hand and follow Lee into the building. The interior of the cannery is empty, and though there’s some trash scattered around, there’s less than I expected. But there’s a lot of graffiti everywhere. 

			Lee leads us over to the far corner of the building where Becerra’s body is. We stop a few feet away and I look down, watching the tendrils of smoke rising off the body. Becerra’s skin is blackened and cracked, his face frozen with his mouth hanging open, an expression stretched across his features. He’d died hard. They all had. 

			Lee gives us a moment to soak in the scene, and I take advantage of it. I look around and mentally catalog the graffiti I see on the walls around us. There are a few gang tags I recognize. I think I’ve seen them at the other scenes too, so that’s something I’m going to want to follow up on. 

			“Okay, so, read me in. What are we dealing with?” Lee asks. 

			I turn to Astra. “Fill him in. I want to look around a little more.”

			“Will do,” she replies. 

			As Astra and Lee step off to the side and she starts giving him the Cliffs Notes version, I walk the perimeter of the scene. There are some old newspapers and food wrappers on the ground. I also find beer bottles, crushed cigarette butts, and used condoms. The walls are adorned with graffiti—some of them have an artistic bent, while others are names—just people claiming ownership of the space. Given that we’ve seen, this kind of graffiti at all three—now four—scenes, I have to wonder if there is a gang angle to this. It’s something to keep in the back of my mind, and I make a mental note to check it out. 

			When it looks like Astra and Lee are wrapping it up, I step over to them. Lee has paled and looks like he’s aged ten years in the past ten minutes. He looks at me and shakes his head, his features etched with disbelief.

			“I mean… I heard we might have a possible connection between three other bodies. I knew we had a possible serial killer,” he says. “I just didn’t realize it was all this deep. I didn’t know the particulars. It’s the one thing I hate most about this job—feeling like I’m out of the loop about important stuff.”

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Chief. Your Detective White didn’t seem too interested in anything more than a cursory investigation,” Astra tells him. “He doesn’t believe people convicted of sex crimes deserve justice. I’d wager that if you didn’t know there are now four linked homicides, it’s because the detectives working the other murders were more interested in closing the files on a dead sex offender than closing the files the right way.” 

			“Yeah, well, I’ll deal with that,” he says. “Detective White is going to have some things to answer for.” 

			Astra says nothing more, but I can’t help but see the corner of her mouth twitching upward as a look of satisfaction crosses her face. We spend a little more time walking the scene and answering Lee’s questions as we get him up to speed on everything we know. Other agents wouldn’t share this kind of information, just as SPD detectives wouldn’t. But as Officer Madison said, we’re all on the same team. Our only interest should be catching bad guys and closing files. That’s it.

			I’ve always hated politics, but marinating in it twenty-four-seven like I’m forced to makes me hate it even more. I’d prefer fostering an atmosphere of cooperation rather than an adversarial one. It shouldn’t be us and them. It should just be us. We should all be rowing in the same direction and trying to make this world a safer place. But I know that’s a world that will never be. Territorial disputes and turf, power plays, office politics, and personal ambitions will ensure that world never comes to pass. 

			“Okay, we were assigned the case once we determined it’s a serial, so we’re still primary on this case, Deputy Chief,” I tell Lee. “But we will be sure to liaise with you directly so that you’re up to speed and in the loop. I honestly don’t want this us-versus-them mentality—not when lives are on the line. Can you work with that?” 

			He nods. “Yeah. I can work with that,” he says, then after a moment adds, “and the resources of the SPD are at your disposal. Whatever you need, just ask.” 

			“I appreciate that, Deputy Chief.”

			A wry grin touches his lips. “Just call me TJ.” 

			“Fair enough. Then just call me Blake,” I say.

			“You can continue referring to me as Agent Russo.” 

			We both look at Astra, who remains totally deadpan for a moment. But then she cracks and a smile slowly stretches across her face. 

			“I’m kidding. You know I’m Astra,” she says. “It was good enough for my mom, so it’s good enough for me.” 

			We all share a quiet laugh and then bid our goodbyes. Since Lee’s crime lab is already here, we decide to let them continue processing the scene. For his part, Lee promises to get the results over to us the minute they are available. 

			As we head back to the car, Astra looks over at me and grins cheekily. “Look at us. Fostering a new sense of brotherhood and cooperation with the SPD. Making nice with TJ!” 

			“Will wonders never cease?” 

			She shrugs. “They probably will sooner or later. But let’s just ride this wave of goodwill as long as we can.”

			“That’s cynical,” I say. “But also, prudent planning.” 

			We hop into the car and head out. And as I point the car back toward the field office, I keep seeing that blended look of fear and agony on Becerra’s face. He was a horrible person who did horrible things. But even horrible people don’t deserve to die like that.

			The memory of it sends a cold chill down my spine. I try to ignore it and soldier on—which is the only thing we can do.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“Tell me we have something,” I beg as we walk into the office through the sliding glass doors that open with nary as much as a whisper. I almost miss the pneumatic hiss of the doors at the old shop. 

			Mo frowns. “Not much. Raymond Becerra did his time and has lived a quiet life since then,” she reports. “Not so much as a parking ticket.”

			Lucas smirks. “Well, he doesn’t have a car, so…” 

			“No cracks from the peanut gallery, thanks,” Mo says. 

			“Any overlap in the usual stuff? Public defenders, parole officers… anything?” I ask. 

			“Negative,” Lucas says. “No connection at all.”

			“What about the family of Klaas’s girlfriend,” I ask him. “Did they have any connection to our other victims?”

			Lucas shakes his head. “They seemed genuinely shocked to hear that Klaas had died. And they had no connection to any of the other victims. Even if they did kill him, I don’t know how we connect that to the others.” 

			“Actually, I found something,” Mo says, looking closely at her computer screen.

			“Hit me,” I say. 

			“When he was released from prison, Becerra was assigned to the Emerald Valley Residential Facility,” she says. “It’s the same one Holzberg was assigned to.” 

			“Gray and Klaas were assigned to the Crossroads Residential Facility, right?” Astra asks.

			Mo nods. “Yeah, that looks right.”

			“Okay, is there any overlapping staff between those two places?” Astra inquires. 

			Mo taps away at her keyboard for a minute then sits back, a puzzled expression on her face. The silence in the shop weighs heavy as she reads what’s on her screen. But then she turns to us with her lips pursed.

			“It appears that Emerald Valley and Crossroads are one and the same facility,” she says. “It was purchased by a group associated with the local Catholic diocese about ten years ago. They changed the name to Crossroads and have been running it ever since.” 

			“That’s interesting,” I say. “Okay, dig deeper into this facility. I want to know everything about everybody that works there. Give me whatever you can find without a warrant—socials, online resumes, who they donated to in the last election. Everything.”

			“On it,” Lucas and Mo say in unison. 

			My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I pull it out and look at the display. It’s not a number I recognize, so I send it straight to voicemail. 

			“Nina, how are you doing tracing the IP addresses from the website?” I ask. 

			“You’re not going to believe this,” she says.

			“Try me.” 

			“I found some common addresses that looked up all four of our victims,” she says. 

			My eyes light up. Finally, it feels like we’re getting somewhere. “Great!” I say. 

			She reaches over and hands me a stack of paper with a list—a very, very long list—of addresses printed out on it. “Fourteen thousand, six hundred and thirty-two.”

			Astra goes whiter than a sheet. “Fourteen… thousand?”

			Nina nods grimly. “Yeah. It’s going to take time to run backgrounds on all of them. A lot of time.”

			I shake my head. “Don’t bother. I have a feeling it’s a waste of time and won’t give us anything anyway.”

			“Why do you say that?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m willing to wager the vast majority of the views on the website came either while or after our victims were being killed,” I explain. “People wanted to see what these guys were being executed for to make themselves feel better about watching another person be tortured and murdered. They justified watching by telling themselves these were bad guys who deserved what they were getting.” 

			Nina starts banging away at her keys furiously, and after a couple of minutes, she looks up at me with a scowl on her face. 

			“I ran the lists through a sorting filter, and it looks like you’re right. People were looking for an excuse to keep watching,” she says. “The vast majority of hits were on the day our victims were killed.”

			“Humans are a sick, sad species,” Lucas groans. 

			“What’s even sicker and sadder is that nobody called the police,” Mo muses. “Not a single person watching these brutal as hell murders thought it was wrong enough to reach out to the cops about it. It’s… sick.” 

			“It’s the Kitty Genovese effect,” I say.

			“The what?” Lucas asks. 

			“Back in 1964, Kitty Genovese was murdered just outside her apartment building. Dozens of people heard her screaming for help, but nobody called the police,” I tell him. “They say her neighbors knew she was being stabbed to death but did nothing because they assumed somebody else would. The original story got somewhat sensationalized, and it turns out some elements of it weren’t entirely accurate. But there are large parts that were, and it’s how we continue to describe mass inaction in a situation like this. Everybody assumes somebody else will do the right thing.” 

			“That’s messed up,” Lucas says. 

			I nod. “Yes, it is.” 

			“Hey, boss,” Rick calls over. “I might have something.” 

			“Chlamydia?” Astra cracks. 

			“Yeah, in your medical records,” he fires back, but it’s half-hearted. He turns to me, his expression serious. 

			“There is a group I found that hunts down pedophiles that move into public neighborhoods,” he says.

			“Hunts them down?” I ask.

			“Yeah, watch,” he says and gestures to the screens on the wall behind me. 

			I turn and Rick pulls up a YouTube clip from an organization that calls itself “The Neighborhood Watch.” He clicks the button, and it starts to play. The first shot is of a man who looks to be in his mid-thirties. He’s got neatly trimmed brown hair, green eyes, and a couple of days’ worth of scruff on his chin and cheeks. He’s looking into the camera and filming himself as he walks down a sidewalk in what looks like a working-class neighborhood.

			“Jacob Marsh with The Neighborhood Watch here to expose yet another pedophile being allowed to move into a good neighborhood full of decent people,” he says. “Jeremy Fuller, age thirty-two, is moving into the Fair Oaks Apartment Complex here in the Queen Anne district where, as you know, there are a lot of families with small children. Jeremy Fuller was convicted of forcing himself onto a ten-year-old girl and spent five years in prison for it. So, why don’t we go introduce ourselves to him?”

			The camera angle flips around so that he’s now filming straight ahead. He approaches a tall man in blue jeans and a dark blue long-sleeved shirt. The man being filmed has dark hair that looks flecked with gray already, dark eyes, and a thick goatee. He’s pulling a box out of the back of a truck, but when he spots the man with the camera approaching him, his face darkens and he growls, holding his hand up in front of his face.

			“Hey, Jeremy, we heard you like diddling little girls,” Marsh calls out.

			“Leave me alone.”

			“We’re not hurting you. We’re not even touching you,” Marsh says. “We’re simply letting your neighbors know a predator is moving into their neighborhood. One who likes very little girls. It’s our right to do that.” 

			“Th—that’s a lie,” Fuller offers weakly.

			“It’s not,” Marsh says. “And I’ve got the documentation I’ll be posting to the website for anybody who wants to see it.” 

			“Leave me alone, man. I’m just tryin’ to live my life.”

			“You know who else was trying to live her life? The ten-year-old girl you sexually assaulted,” Marsh presses. 

			Grabbing his box, Fuller turns and sprints into the apartment complex with Marsh right on his tail, filming the whole time. Fuller makes it to his apartment and slams the door in Marsh’s face. The cameraman gets a long shot of the apartment door number then flips the camera around again so it’s facing him. 

			“And that’s another pedophile in our midst being exposed by The Neighborhood Watch,” he says. “Stay vigilant, people. And if you see Jeremy Fuller anywhere near your children, be sure to call the police immediately.”

			The address for the group’s website comes up at the bottom of the screen and then the video ends. I turn back to my team, and Rick is the first to pipe up.

			“There are dozens of these videos going back a few years,” he says. “And before you ask, yeah, all four of our vics were featured in their little freakshow.” 

			“All right. That’s excellent. Great work, Rick,” I say. “What about the video? Thoughts?” 

			“I’d say this should put them on the suspect list,” Lucas offers. “Maybe even near the top.” 

			“I think they’re worth taking a look at, for sure,” Astra replies. “But this isn’t our guy. I guarantee it.” 

			“Why not?” Lucas asks. 

			“For one thing, what he’s doing is perfectly legal. He’s exercising his right to inform the neighborhood of a predator moving in. He also never came close to touching Fuller. He wasn’t aggressive or threatening, which makes me think that’s not his thing. And lastly, he advocated for police intervention at the end of the video. He said to call the cops. That’s not our guy,” she says.

			I nod. She’s right on all counts and has a really good read on the situation. But there is one thing she’s overlooking. I turn and give her a grin. She rolls her eyes but laughs.

			“This is where you tell me why I’m wrong,” she says. 

			I shake my head. “No, your read on Marsh was spot on, I’d say,” I tell her. “But it’s possible there’s a splinter element in this group that doesn’t have as much respect for the law as Marsh does. Groups like this can be prone to radicalization. They think the authorities aren’t doing enough and decide they have no choice but to take the law into their own hands.”

			“Maybe. And we’ll find out when we go pay him a visit,” she says.

			“Indeed,” I say. 
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			I pull to a stop at the curb in front of a large, two-story Colonial-style house made of red brick and white clapboard. It’s got a high-peaked slate roof, dark shutters framing each window, and very tasteful landscaping out front. We get out of the car and head up a set of stairs that leads to the top of the small rise the house sits on. 

			To our right sits an unattached garage. The door is open, and we see Jacob Marsh kneeling down working on a mountain bike that’s turned over so it’s sitting on its seat and handlebars. A young boy, no more than six or seven is sitting nearby mimicking his father with his own little bike turned over. He looks up with a big smile and waves at us. 

			“Jacob Marsh?” I ask.

			He gets to his feet and dusts off his hands. “What can I do for you, officers?” 

			We badge him. “Agents. Wilder and Russo.” 

			He grins. “Feds. Interesting,” he says. “What can I do for you, agents?” 

			“We’d like to have a word with you about The Neighborhood Watch.” 

			“I assure you, it’s all perfectly legal,” he says. 

			“We understand that. But there’s another matter we need to discuss,” Astra says as she cuts a meaningful glance at the boy. “It’s a conversation perhaps best had in private.”

			Marsh nods. “I see. Well, all right. Come on into the house,” he says, then turns to his son. “Come on, Theo. I need to speak with these two nice ladies for a bit.” 

			“Okay.” 

			Theo jumps to his feet and runs back to the house. We fall in behind Marsh and let him lead us inside. As we walk, I review the file on him I read on the way over. Marsh has a thriving law practice, and judging by the house and all the toys I see, does well for himself. He’s been married to his wife, Aspen, for almost twenty years now. They have two children—Theo and Gia. Aspen is a stay-at-home mother and is very active both in her children’s school and in the community. They’re living the American dream. 

			Marsh leads us to the back of the house and then through a pair of French doors that lead to an outdoor living room. Astra and I sit down on the loveseat while Marsh drops down onto the couch across from us. A round table made of smoked glass and stainless steel sits between us. The couches are all well-cushioned, and if I had to guess, very expensive. There’s an oak bar that runs the length of the wall behind us and an outdoor kitchen behind Marsh. It’s an ideal spot for entertaining, and I have to admit to a certain amount of envy about it all. 

			A woman in a gray dress with a white half-apron comes bustling out of the indoor kitchen with a tray in her hand. She’s in her thirties and with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a cute figure, I’d say she’s pretty. She sets the tray down and then pours us all a glass of iced tea.

			“Will there be anything else, Mr. Marsh?” she asks, her voice colored by an Eastern European accent. 

			“No, that will be all, Marta,” he says. “But can you please keep an eye on Theo? He’s awfully quiet, so I don’t know what he’s up to.” 

			She laughs softly. “Of course.”

			Marta departs, and Marsh gestures to the glasses of iced tea. “Please. Help yourself.”

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			Astra and I both pick up a glass and take a sip. It’s a sunny, warm day, and the iced tea just hits the spot. Still holding his glass, Marsh sits back and drapes one arm over the back of the couch, looking at us. 

			“So, what is it I can do for you, agents?” 

			“I don’t suppose we can talk you into giving us a list of the members of your organization?” I ask. 

			He grins. “Not without a warrant, I’m afraid. Discretion and privacy seem to be precious commodities that are being eroded these days,” he says. “Our group is full of law-abiding citizens who’ve done nothing wrong. Therefore, I see no reason to violate their privacy by turning their names over to the federal government.” 

			Astra gives him a wry grin. “I respect what you’re doing. You’re exercising your rights and all that. I get it,” she says. “But do you see the irony in it all?” 

			“How so, Agent Russo?” 

			“You’re a defense attorney,” she says. “Yet you’re attacking people you’d otherwise be defending in court.”

			His face darkens, and the muscles in his jaw flex as he clenches his teeth. “You should do your homework, Agent Russo. Never once in my entire career have I ever defended a pedophile,” he says. “Crimes against children are the most heinous acts imaginable. I may be a defense attorney, but that is a line I will never cross.”

			I cock my head. “But aren’t you prejudging a potential client? What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” I ask. “Just because somebody’s accused of something doesn’t mean they actually did it. As a defense attorney, surely you appreciate that better than most.” 

			He stares hard at me for a moment, then his expression loosens up and he laughs. Marsh takes a drink of his tea, then leans forward and sets the glass down.

			“Like most defense attorneys, I never ask my client if they’re truly guilty or innocent. It’s not in my best interest to know,” he says. “My job is to put on the best defense possible. And knowing a person’s guilt or innocence isn’t required for that.” 

			“But again, when it comes to somebody charged with a crime against a child—”

			“I won’t even meet with them,” he says. “They could offer me all the money in the world, and I still won’t meet with them. I do not take cases where crimes against children are involved. It’s against my own personal code. And fortunately, I’m in a position where I can afford to be that choosy about my clients.” 

			“I’m just curious about that,” Astra says. “I mean, if people are innocent until proven guilty, why wouldn’t you defend somebody accused of a crime against a child? You’ve got a fifty-fifty shot that they’re innocent.” 

			“And a fifty-fifty shot that they’re guilty,” he responds. “When you take a case like that, it’s a no-win proposition. If you do your job right, you’re going to get somebody off who very well may have abused a child. I won’t have that on my conscience. I’ve got two kids, and if anybody ever did anything to them… well… let’s just leave it at that.” 

			“Fair enough,” Astra says.

			“Let’s get back to your group though,” I say.

			“I’m afraid I can’t help you, Agent Wilder. I won’t turn over my membership list, and you don’t have the grounds to compel me to.”

			“Actually, I do. I know half a dozen judges personally who won’t hesitate to sign off on a warrant for that list.”

			“Then why bother me? Why not just go get your warrant?”

			“Because I want this to be amicable. Because I want to believe that when you hear what we have to say, you’ll feel compelled to do the right thing.” 

			He picks up his glass of tea again and takes a drink. He’s quiet for a moment but then sits back and crosses his legs and gestures to me.

			“Make your case,” he says. 

			“We believe that somebody is using your group—the videos you upload specifically—to target men for murder,” I say. “Four men that your group has… exposed… have been murdered, Mr. Marsh. Brutally. Horrifically.”

			“That’s four so far,” Astra adds. “There will be more unless we can catch this guy.” 

			Marsh looks stricken for a moment but quickly composes himself. “You can’t believe that my organization has anything to do with this.” 

			“Not officially, no. We’re not looking to jam you up or even stop what you’re doing, so long as you stay on the right side of the law,” I tell him. “But we’re concerned that perhaps some members of your group don’t feel you’re doing enough. That maybe they’ve decided to get a little more proactive.” 

			“Has anybody in your group ever expressed frustration with your tactics? Has anybody advocated for doing more?” Astra jumps in. 

			“This person is going to be smart. Exceptionally so. He’s also very tech-savvy and a detailed planner,” I go on. “He will also likely have spoken about having a mission or some higher calling. He’s probably going to be in his mid-to-late thirties. White. And he’s going to be very aggressive. He’ll be the alpha male type, and he will likely have been raised here. Somebody who’s got an intimate knowledge of the city. Somebody so plugged in, they know areas that are vacant and not very well traveled.” 

			Marsh sits back, a thoughtful look on his face. He lowers his gaze to his iced tea as if he is searching for the answers somewhere at the bottom of his glass. I can see that he’s turning it all over in his mind, trying to make a decision. One that he’s struggling with. Marsh finally raises his eyes to us. 

			“I’m sorry, agents. I would really like to help you—” 

			“Would you?” Astra growls. 

			“Believe it or not, I would. But the privacy of my membership is sacred. I can’t give up their names to let the Feds run roughshod through their lives,” he says. “I’m sorry, I just can’t.”

			“Mr. Marsh, I implore you to reconsider. People are dying,” I say. “And the killer is broadcasting the murders, which are only going to encourage more people to do this.” 

			“How are you going to feel knowing you could have stopped the tsunami of death that’s coming? How will you sleep at night knowing you could have done something to protect people but refused to act?” Astra presses. 

			A wry smile touches his lips. “While I appreciate your concern for my emotional well-being as well as my ability to sleep at night, Agent Russo, I will somehow muddle by, I’m sure. I am a defense attorney, after all, I removed my soul long ago,” he says. “But please, come back with a warrant compelling me to turn over the list, and I will get down on my knee and present it to you on a velvet pillow.” 

			“That’s a nice offer,” I say. “And I’ll take you up on it when I bring a warrant back.”

			“If you happen to somehow get a warrant, I’ll gladly do just that,” he counters. “But you and I both know, close personal friends with a gaggle of judges or not, nobody is going to sign off on a warrant with what you have. Or more specifically, with what you don’t have.” 

			I’m so frustrated that I want to scream. I want to punch and kick something. And right now, Marsh is looking like a pretty good option. Which tells me it’s time to go. I get to my feet, and Astra follows suit.  

			“Thank you for your time, Mr. Marsh,” I say. 

			“Of course,” he replies. 

			“We will be back,” I say, trying to make it sound ominous, but fearing I only made it sound kind of creepy. 

			“We’ll see ourselves out. Thank you,” Astra says.

			Astra and I trace our way back through the house and manage to find the front door on the first try. We walk out and head for the car, neither of us speaking. We’d taken our shot with Marsh and had come up empty. I was hoping he’d give us the list out of the desire to do the right thing and the goodness of his heart. 

			Marsh rebuffing our request is a not-so-gentle reminder that defense attorneys will rarely do the right thing for the right reasons and that the goodness of their hearts is about as real as unicorns and fairies. 
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			As we walk back into the shop, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and see that it’s the same number I didn’t recognize that called before. Whoever it is, they didn’t leave a message before, so I figured it must not be that important, so I send it to voicemail again. 

			“Who are you playing hard to get with?” Astra asks.

			“Wish I knew,” I say. 

			“You can solve the mystery by answering the phone.”

			“Pass,” I reply. “If I don’t know the number and they don’t leave a message, I’m going to assume it’s either a telemarketer or somebody looking to breathe heavily in my ear.”

			“I don’t think that’s a thing anymore.” 

			“There are freaks of every stripe still running around out there. I take nothing for granted, my friend,” I tell her. 

			She takes her seat as I step to the front of the room. Everybody drops their conversations and turns to look at me expectantly. 

			“We got nothing,” I say. “Marsh won’t give us the list of his members.” 

			“So, what are we going to do?” Mo asks. 

			“It’ll be a little more time and labor-intensive, but if this is how he wants to play it, we’ll have to take what he won’t give us,” I say.

			“And how do we do that?” she wonders. 

			“I want you and Lucas to tail Marsh. I have a feeling our little visit today is going to prompt him to call a meeting,” I tell them. “I want you to follow him to wherever they meet. Get pictures of everybody who shows up and we’ll run facial rec on them to see if we can get their identities that way.” 

			“Sneaky,” Mo remarks.

			“Clever,” Lucas replies approvingly. “And totally above board.”

			“Why do you sound so surprised?” I ask with a laugh. “Most of what we do is totally above board.” 

			He shrugs. “Most. Not all.” 

			“Whatever,” I say. “There is nothing wrong with bending the rules so long as you don’t overstep and break them.” 

			“We get really close to that line sometimes,” he counters.

			“Close to that line isn’t the same as stepping over that line,” I argue. 

			“That’s fair.” 

			“Do you think Marsh is involved with the murders?” Mo asks.

			Astra shakes her head. “Nah. Not him. He’s slimy, but he’s not a killer. He doesn’t have it in him.”

			“I agree,” I say. “He has no problem with ambushing people and putting them on blast the way he does. But he isn’t a killer.” 

			“That’s not to say somebody in his little club isn’t involved though,” Astra adds. “We might find that somebody wanted to level up and punish these guys.” 

			“Yeah, well, somebody’s taken their game to the next level, no question,” I say. “Nina, Rick, have you guys finished digging into that halfway house yet?” 

			“Not fully. There are still some things I want to take a closer look at,” Nina reports. 

			“Same,” Rick adds. 

			“But so far, I have found that there are a number of people who are holdovers from when the diocese took control and did the whole rebranding thing,” Nina says. “The man currently running the facility, Father William Harding, was a counselor there when it was still Emerald Valley. He got a promotion when the diocese officially took control.” 

			“What do we know about him?” Astra asks. 

			“Not much. He’s forty-two, hasn’t yet had his own parish,” Rick says. “Not married—obviously. Lives the typical life of a priest. No red flags and no jacket.” 

			“All right. Well, red flags or not, we’re going to need to talk to him,” I say. “He’s the only link we have connecting all four victims.” 

			“This should be a fun conversation,” Astra groans. 

			It does almost seem like a waste of time. He’s a priest. What can he tell us? He might be able to give us some background on all four men. Might be able to tell us about their personalities or any number of useless, superficial things. But he won’t be able to tell us anything impactful, since I assume he’ll use clergy-penitent privilege as a shield.

			If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that priests are every bit as stingy about giving up information as lawyers are. And because he’s a priest who counseled these men, it seems likely that anything they said which might help shed light on this murder spree will be kept under the seal of the confessional. I get the importance of being able to keep information privileged. But it sure does make my job a whole lot more difficult sometimes.

			“All right. Keep digging, you two,” I say. “Lucas and Mo, pick up a surveillance bag and get out to Marsh’s place. Remember, be discreet. We don’t want him blowing your cover. And make sure the pictures are as clear as you can get them.”

			“Copy that,” Mo says. 

			Astra looks at me. “I guess that means we’re heading out to the halfway house.”

			“You got it.”

			“Fun, fun,” 

			My phone buzzes again so I slip it out of my pocket and see that it’s April calling. I look over at Astra.

			“I need to take this first,” I say. 

			“Decided you want to listen to the heavy breathing after all?” she cracks with a grin.

			“Yeah, why not spice up my day a little?” 

			I laugh as I head into my office and shut the door behind me. I connect the call and press the phone to my ear as a quiver of fear makes my heart flutter. Until Kit is back on her feet and one hundred percent again, I’m going to be nervous every time April calls. I hate being fatalistic, but I can’t help it. 

			“Hey,” I answer. “Is everything all right?” 

			“Yeah, it’s all good. I just wanted to check in with you.”

			“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

			“And also, because there’s somebody here who wants to talk to you.” 

			My heart skips a beat when I hear a brief rustle and a moment later, I hear Kit’s voice.

			“Hey,” she says, her voice weak and raspy.

			“Hey, yourself,” I reply. “You’re awake. I can’t believe it.”

			“Now and then.”

			“How are you feeling?” I ask.

			“Like I got shot then run over by a herd of rampaging elephants.” 

			I laugh a little too hard, but the relief surging through my body is bringing a giant wave of adrenaline with it. Her voice is weak, and she’s still nowhere near back on her feet and back to normal, but the fact that she’s talking to me gives me an incredible feeling and such a huge lift of my spirit that I can’t even begin to describe it. 

			“Kit, it is amazing to hear your voice. I am so happy right now,” I say.

			“I’d be happier if I didn’t feel like absolute crap.”

			“I’m just glad you’re alive to complain about the way you feel.” 

			“There’s that, I guess,” she rasps. 

			Turning around, I look out into the bullpen and see everybody mobilizing and getting ready to head out on their assignments. Astra, who is still sitting at her workstation, turns and looks at me as if she felt me looking and flashes me a questioning glance. I point to the phone and mouth Kit’s name. Astra smiles wide and nods.

			I turn back around and pace my office, my mind spinning a thousand miles a minute. There is so much I want to ask her. So much I need to know. But I know I can’t bombard her with ten thousand questions right now. She’s just not fit for it. But there are a few things that are pressing that I have to ask.

			“Listen, I know you’re still not all the way back yet,” I say. “But I need to know about you and Stone. You woke up at one point and said his name. I need to know why.”

			“I did?”

			“You did. There’s a lot going on right now—”

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

			“I’ll fill you in on it all later when you’re back on your feet,” I say. “But right now, I just need to know if you were working with Stone. I need to know whether I can trust him or not.”

			The pause on the other end of the line is so long that I fear she might have fallen asleep without answering my question. There’s a rustle on the other end of the line, and I expect to hear April’s voice, but it’s Kit’s.

			“Sorry, I was thinking,” she said. “I just… I can’t remember, Blake. I’m trying, but I can’t remember.”

			“It’s all right, Kit. Don’t stress about it,” I tell her. “You just need to focus on getting some rest and getting better. That’s all you need to worry about.” 

			“Thanks, sis. I’m really tired though. I should go back to sleep for a while.”

			“That’s right!” I hear April chime in from the background.

			“Yeah, yeah. Of course,” I say with a soft chuckle. “I’m just really glad to hear your voice, Kit. You have no idea how happy I am right now.” 

			“I’m glad to hear yours too. And I promise that you’re going to hear more of it,” she says, her voice starting to fade. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

			“I’m glad. Now go get some rest.” 

			“I will. Hang on. April wants to talk to you.”

			There’s a rustle on the other end of the line, and in the background, I hear a door closing followed by the sound of footsteps. 

			“She wouldn’t take her meds until I let her speak with you,” April tells me. 

			“Thank you for that.” 

			“I’m just glad she seems to be starting to get her feet under her again.” 

			“That makes two of us.” 

			“I wanted to ask you about the key I gave you,” she says. “Have you been able to figure out what it’s for?” 

			I slap my forehead. I’d completely forgotten about the small key that they’d left with Fish to give to me before things went south. “Things have been so hectic, I totally forgot about that key.”

			“That might help you answer some of the questions you’ve got.” 

			“And you don’t know what it’s for?” 

			“I don’t,” April says. “Kit didn’t tell me anything other than to make sure it got to you.” 

			“Okay, well, I’ll run it down. Thanks for reminding me.” 

			“You got it.” 

			I look out at the bullpen again. Everybody else is gone, and Astra is sitting alone out there. Even Rick and Nina stepped out.  

			“Okay, I need to jet,” I tell her. “I’ve got to interview somebody.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Of course. Be safe.”

			“And, April… thanks for letting me speak with Kit. You did my heart a lot of good.”

			“Well, I’m just looking forward to being able to get you two in the same room again.”

			“You and me both. Be safe,” I say and disconnect the call. 

			I drop my phone into my pocket and take a moment to gather myself. Talking to Kit just boosted my spirits in ways I didn’t even know they needed. I miss my sister and can’t wait until we can be in the same room again too. As I step out of my office, I feel my determination to make that happen grow even higher. But I know that to make it happen, I’m going to have to decide whether I can trust Stone or not. 

			The wrong choice could end up being fatal for both of us.  
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			My phone buzzes, but when I look at it, I see the same unknown number and send it to voicemail. Astra arches an eyebrow.

			“That’s what, half a dozen calls?” she remarks. 

			“Give or take, yeah.”

			“It’s obviously somebody who wants to talk to you.”

			“Then they should leave a message identifying themselves.”

			“And if they keep calling back?” 

			“Well, until they leave a message telling me who they are and what they want, they’ll keep going straight to voicemail.” 

			Astra laughs. “Are you really going to be this stubborn? Just answer the call.” 

			“It’s a matter of principle now.” 

			“Oh, dear God,” she groans. “You and your principles.”

			“You should try having some sometime.”

			We get out of the car, and I stand on the sidewalk looking at the residential facility for a moment. It’s not all that much to look at. It looks a lot like I’d expect a halfway house to look. The building is built of brick and cinderblock that’s been painted an awful shade of sky blue and has black bars over all the white-trimmed windows. There is nothing interesting about the architecture. It’s basically a big, three-story box. 

			Box planters flank the doorway, but anything that might have been growing in them died a long time ago. Four guys sit at a table beside one of the box planters playing cards. They all stop when they spot Astra and me, though, and all eyes turn to us. Most of the guys are probably in their mid-thirties or early forties but look older. They look like they’ve lived a rough life, and I’m guessing drugs were probably in the mix. 

			We head into the facility and step into a small waiting room. To our right, two plastic chairs sit against the wall, and to our left, a plexiglass banker’s window is set into the wall. Directly ahead of us is a door that looks to be reinforced steel and has a small window set about head high. The walls are all painted an aggressive shade of yellow, and motivational posters are hanging in frames on the wall. There’s also a battered corkboard with several notices promoting different church-based functions. 

			There’s a woman behind the banker’s window. She’s young—probably no more than twenty-five or so. She’s got light brown hair that’s tied back into a tight bun, brown eyes, and a wholesome air about her. She’s wearing a high-necked cream-colored blouse with a beige sweater over that. She has a sober expression on her face as she looks at us. I think she’s doing her best to look much older than she is, perhaps hoping it will make people take her seriously. I assume she’s one of the church staffers.

			“May I help you?” 

			She’s leaning close to the speaking hole in the plexiglass, but her voice is muffled and difficult to hear. Astra and I step over to the window and badge her.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’d like to speak with Father Harding.” 

			“Was he expecting you?” she asks.

			“No, but we need to speak with him regarding an investigation that involves this facility.” 

			Her eyes widen slightly. “Why on earth would the FBI be investigating Crossroads?” she asks. “We do good works here. God’s works.” 

			“Well, somebody isn’t doing those good works, or we wouldn’t be here,” Astra says. “Now, can you please tell Father Harding we’re here?” 

			“Yes, of course,” she replies.

			The girl picks up a phone and turns her back to us, speaking lower than is probably necessary. It’s not like I can hear her very well through that plexiglass anyway. After a moment, she turns back to us and hangs up the phone. 

			“Father Harding says he can see you for a few minutes,” she says.

			“Fantastic,” I reply.

			The door that leads into the actual facility opens, and Father Harding steps out, offering us a smile. He’s younger than I expected. I’d put him somewhere in his early forties with sandy blonde hair and green eyes. He’s got a lean figure, a pale complexion, and a calming demeanor about him. He’s dressed in black slacks, a black shirt, his white collar, and a beige sweater that looks a lot like the one the girl at the window is wearing. 

			“Father Harding?” I ask.

			“Yes. That’s me,” he nods, his voice soft and smooth. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We need to have a word with you.”

			“Of course. Please, follow me back.” 

			Harding holds the door for us as we step into the inner sanctum of the Crossroads Residential Facility. He leads us down a long hallway that ends at a door which he opens and holds for us. Then we step out onto a covered patio. Beyond the patio is what looks like a community garden. Half a dozen men are planting new things in freshly tilled soil. Father Harding goes out and has a quiet word with them before returning to where he’d left Astra and me standing on the patio.

			“Please, have a seat,” he says. “May I offer you some iced tea?” 

			“No,” I say. “But thank you.”

			“Very well. Please, have a seat,” Harding says. 

			We all sit down in the plastic lawn chairs that are set to the side of the patio. A coffee can half-filled with sand and cluttered with cigarette butts sits on the small table set between the chairs Astra and I are sitting in. There’s a small wicker coffee table that’s weathered and bleached with age sitting in front of us and Harding is on the other side. He crosses his legs, places his hands on his knee, and watches us for a moment.

			“What is it I can do for you, agents?” he asks. 

			“We had some questions about some of your former residents.”

			He gives us a gentle smile. “Just how former are we talking?” he asks. “We have so many men who pass through here, it’s sometimes difficult to keep up with them all.” 

			“You’ve been here since this was known as the Emerald Valley Residential Center, haven’t you?” Astra asks.

			“Yes. I was just a counselor back then, but I was here,” he says with a nod. “And frankly, I was glad when the diocese finally listened to me and stepped in and bought the facility.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“Back then, the facility was run by a charity group. They meant well, but the director they’d hired didn’t know what he was doing. He was young. Idealistic. And naïve, I’m afraid,” he explains. “The drugs, alcohol, gambling, and sex were rampant in this facility. It was coed back then, you see, and even the director was known to have carried on relations with some of the female residents.”

			“That must have been a difficult environment for you to work in,” I say.

			“It was. It made tending to the spiritual needs of the residents nearly impossible,” he tells us. “I petitioned Bishop Weller to purchase the facility and let me take over. There have been good people who have passed through here, but they’re lost. It’s hard to help heal their spirits if they’re still immersed in the lifestyle that brought them to this door in the first place.” 

			“That’s understandable,” I offer. 

			“It took a little more than two years of constantly badgering Bishop Weller, but he finally interceded and purchased the facility,” he says with a note of pride. 

			“And put you in charge,” Astra notes.

			He nods. “He did. And since our reopening, we have eliminated the drugs and alcohol. We are no longer coed. And we are focused on the spiritual healing of these lost, broken souls,” he says. “We have made some tremendous changes here, and our results have been almost miraculous—if it’s not blasphemous or vainglorious to say. Bishop Weller has been impressed with our results and is talking about speaking with the bishops in other dioceses about taking on similar projects to do what we’ve done here.”

			“Well, congratulations on your success, Father Harding,” I say. 

			“Thank you. But the true light of success shines brightest on God.”

			“Of course,” I say and shift in my seat.

			“We’ve gotten pretty far afield, Father. Just to bring the conversation back to why we came,” I begin, “we’d like to know if you recall any of these four men: Miller Holzberg, Teddy Gray, Daniel Klaas, or Raymond Becerra?” 

			He looks out to the garden and watches his charges for a moment, his eyes seemingly far away in thought. He finally turns back to us and frowns.

			“I don’t recall those names offhand. I might know more if I had consulted my files—”

			“Great,” Astra says. “We can wait.” 

			He gives us a patient smile. “As I was about to say, I’m afraid that even if I were to consult my files, I wouldn’t be able to tell you much. Anything our residents speak to me about falls under clergy-penitent privilege. And to be honest, I don’t recognize those names, so I can’t tell you for sure whether they passed through our doors or not.”

			“They did,” Astra presses. 

			“If you say so,” he replies. “But as I’ve stated already, anything they confided in me is protected, and I am unable to share that with you.”

			Astra cocks her head. “Father, are you trying to stonewall us?” 

			“Of course not, child,” he says. “If I could help you, I would do so in a heartbeat. But the seal of the confessional is sacrosanct. If our penitents weren’t free to seek counsel and forgiveness for their sins from their priest, the Church would be lost.” 

			“Some might say it is already,” Astra growls. 

			“These aren’t penitents though, Father,” I interject before Astra can get rolling again. “They’re convicted criminals assigned to this halfway house for transition back into civilian life. The men who come through these doors aren’t doing so willingly, nor are they seeking spiritual refuge. They’re here to play out the string before they can get back out into the world.”

			Harding gives me a small smile. “Nevertheless, these are sacred grounds that were consecrated by Bishop Weller himself. Whether they seek spiritual refuge or not, this is a holy place where they will receive it,” he tells me. “And anything they may say to me within these walls is protected by the seal of the confessional.” 

			I sit back in my chair and look at him for a moment. His face is blank and completely expressionless. As a priest, I’m sure he’s well-schooled in being able to maintain a visage of cool neutrality and a practiced distance. Priests aren’t generally known to be emotionally volatile and can keep their heads about them in even the most trying circumstances. People look to them for comfort in times of crisis, and it’s imperative that a priest be able to keep his wits while everybody else is losing theirs. 

			Still, I can’t help but see Harding’s detachment for what it is—an act. It’s performative. He’s looking at us the way he’d look at a penitent confessing their sins to him—without judgment or emotion. It may be his default setting, but I can’t help but feel like he’s managing us. It makes me wonder if that mask of neutrality is in place to keep us from seeing something in his eyes. Perhaps I’m wrong to think it, or perhaps I’m just paranoid and suspicious, but it makes me wonder if the good Father is hiding something from us.  

			“Father, I couldn’t help but notice that you haven’t asked why we’re inquiring about those four men,” I say.

			“I assume if it’s brought the FBI to my door, then it’s not good. Whatever the reason,” he shrugs. “Frankly, I assume they must have lost their way again.” 

			“They’re dead,” I say. “All of them.” 

			His face darkens, and he looks down and makes the sign of the cross as he murmurs a quiet prayer to himself. When he’s done, he looks up.

			“That’s awful. All I can say is I hope their souls were clean when they passed,” he says. “But it makes me understand even less about why you are here.” 

			“We just need to know if while they were here if they had trouble with anybody,” Astra says. “Did anyone give them a hard time? Make threats? Were there any fights?” 

			“We’re not looking for privileged information, Father,” I add. “We’re simply looking to know how they got on with the other residents at the time they came through.” 

			He opens his mouth to say something but quickly closes it again. Harding looks down at his hands and seems to be thinking something over in his mind. But when he raises his gaze to us again, his face once again has that expression of carefully practiced neutrality, and I already know that we’re about to be managed the way he’d handle any other penitent—with platitudes and carefully balanced statements rather than with hard truths. 

			“Again, even if I remembered who they were, I can’t tell you anything they might have confided in me, agents. Please understand—” 

			“So, even if somebody was roughing them up within these walls, you wouldn’t tell us?” Astra asks. “Even if that person who was beating on them might have murdered them?” 

			He spreads his arms out in a gesture of powerlessness. “I truly am sorry, agents. But a penitent must be able to confide in his priest without fear of revelation or reprisal. The privilege exists for a reason.” 

			Astra gets to her feet. “As near as I can tell, the Church and the privilege exist to protect murderers and child molesters. I don’t see what good you’re doing in this world when you bend over backward to protect those who prey on the defenseless.”   

			She turns on her heel and storms back into the building, no doubt heading back to the car. I turn to Harding and give him an apologetic smile.

			“I’m very sorry about that. She has a complicated… relationship with religion,” I say. 

			“It’s all right. I’ve had far worse said to me,” he replies with a soft smile.

			“Perhaps. But that was unprofessional and rude,” I tell him. “Believe me when I say that I will be speaking to her about her behavior and putting an official reprimand in her personnel file.”

			“Don’t be too hard on her, Agent Wilder. I can see she is a passionate person and has her beliefs,” he tells me. “Nobody should be punished for that.” 

			“You’re very generous, Father.” 

			“I simply believe in letting people be who they are without judgment,” he says. “When the end comes, they will face plenty of judgment on their own, and the wicked will be punished. I certainly don’t need to pile on my own judgment.” 

			I offer him a small smile as I get to my feet and hand him one of my business cards. 

			“Please, if anything comes back to you about the men we mentioned, call me,” I say. “I understand the privilege survives death, but anything you might feel moved to offer very well might help us catch a killer and prevent anybody else from being murdered, Father.”

			He takes my card and looks at it before slipping it into his shirt pocket. “If there is anything I can tell you, I give you my word that I will call.”

			“Thank you, Father.”

			“God be with you, child.” 

			I turn and head out, leaving him to look after the men in the garden, but I look back at him before I step through the door. His face is clouded over, and his jaw is clenched. He seems troubled by something.

			Guilt is a heavy spiritual burden to bear. It can weigh on you. But what is he feeling guilty about? He doesn’t seem like a killer to me. I just don’t get that hit off him. Which makes me believe he knows who the killer is—or at least suspects somebody of it.

			“So? How’d we do?” Astra asks as I climb into the car.

			“I really think you missed your calling. I would have given you an Oscar for that performance. And the way you stormed out? Nice touch.” 

			I grin and make the chef’s kiss gesture that draws a laugh from Astra. It wasn’t choreographed, but we were getting nowhere, so Astra called an audible and went with the good cop/bad cop routine. By playing the good cop, I established a rapport with Harding. The thought is, that if he does have anything to tell us, he’ll call me because he trusts me now. It’s an old-school tactic, but one that still sometimes yields positive results. I’m hoping against all hope this is one of those times. 

			“You think he’s involved?” Astra asks.

			I shake my head. “I don’t think he’s our killer.”

			“But?” 

			My phone buzzes in my pocket again, and I pull it out to find it’s the same unknown caller. Again. I send it to voicemail, then turn to Astra who is looking pointedly at the phone. When she sees I’m not moved, she rolls her eyes. 

			“Anyway,” she says. “He’s not our guy… but?” 

			“But I think he either knows or has a suspicion who it might be,” I say. “Unfortunately, he’s still hiding behind the privilege. I left him with something to think about, so I’m hoping we’ll hear back from him soon.” 

			My phone chimes, indicating that I’ve got a message. Astra gives me a narrow-eyed look that borders on the hostile. 

			“You had best check that message,” she demands. “If you even try to start the car before you do, I will break all your fingers.”

			“Why are you so worked up about this?” I ask with a laugh.

			“Because I hate mysteries like that. I want to know who’s calling you.” 

			I chuckle. “You sound like a guy I dated once. Jealous and possessive.”

			“Shut up and listen to your voicemail.” 

			Just to appease her, I press the phone to my ear as the message plays. And as I listen to the person on the other end of the line, I feel a stutter in my heart, and my mouth goes dry. My eyes widen involuntarily, and my jaw falls open. When the message is finished, I drop the phone in my lap like it’s hot and ready to explode. 

			“Who was that, Blake?” Astra asks. 

			“It was Senator Kathryn Hedlund.”  
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			“Well, what did she want?” Astra presses.

			We’re sitting in my office eating, and I’m still trying to process the fact that Hedlund has been calling me non-stop for a few days now. I’ve been going through everything in my head, trying to figure out what it is she could possibly want. Astra’s constant nagging hasn’t helped me any, but I can’t think of a single reason why that woman would be reaching out to me. 

			“Well? What did she want?” Astra asks again. 

			“How many times are you going to ask me that?” I ask. 

			“As many times as it takes me to get an answer from you.” 

			After our conversation with Father Harding, we grabbed some lunch and came back to the office. The entire time, Astra has been pestering me about what Hedlund wanted, asking over and over like a five-year-old on a road trip who’s hopped up on sugar asking if we’re there yet. By the time we got back to the office, I wanted to strap her to a chair with duct tape and put a gag in her mouth. 

			I pull my phone out of my bag and set it down on the desk in front of me. I pop a chip into my mouth and chew as I call up my voicemails. After hitting play, I hit the button for the speakerphone and sit back. 

			“Agent Wilder, this is Senator Kathryn Hedlund. I know you must be wondering why I’m calling you out of the blue like this, given our… history. But there are matters the two of us must discuss. Please stop ducking my calls, Agent Wilder. Things are in motion that you must be made aware of. This is not a threat, but your life and that of your sister are quite literally hanging in the balance. You have my number. Please call me back as soon as you possibly can.”

			The message ends and I lean forward and end the playback. Pushing the phone aside, I pick up my sandwich and take a bite. Astra is sitting in her seat, scowling at the phone. She finally looks up at me. 

			“You could have saved me some frustration and played that for me earlier,” she says. 

			“I could have. But watching you get bent out of shape is one of life’s little joys.”

			“Ass.”

			“Sometimes.” 

			“Most of the time,” she says. “What do you think Hedlund wants?” 

			“To kill me and Kit.” 

			“So, you think she’s still part of the Thirteen?” 

			I nod. “I’m almost positive of it.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Just… I am.” 

			Astra sighs and sits back in her chair. “You’re the one who taught me the importance of being emotionally divorced enough from a situation to see it clearly. To think logically and rationally,” she says. “I know you don’t like Hedlund. I know there’s some history and a lot of bad blood between you two. But what specifically makes you think she’s part of it?”

			I take another bite of my sandwich then set it down and push it away, chewing on it as I consider Astra’s words. The truth is, I have nothing other than my gut feeling that Hedlund is involved. And for the first time, thanks to Astra, I begin to wonder if my gut feeling is being informed by my dislike of Hedlund and the bad blood between us.

			But my gut is rarely wrong. It rarely leads me astray. And it’s telling me that Hedlund isn’t who she seems to be. She’s not just a US Senator. She’s more than that, and there is a darkness about her I don’t trust. She’s shifty. Cagey. And I’ve learned that she’s not somebody you can take at face value. Ever. 

			“Think about it, Blake. Would she call you out of the blue like that if she were part of them? If she wanted to kill you?” Astra presses.

			“Why not? Maybe she thinks I’ll be so disarmed by the fact that she called me that I’ll turn around and think she can’t possibly want to meet so she can put a bullet in my head.” 

			“You’re spinning out, kid,” Astra says. “You’re going down that nasty rabbit hole of conspiracy theories again.”

			“I think I can be forgiven for that. My entire life is pretty much one big conspiracy theory. I’m relatively certain I came out of the womb wearing a tinfoil hat.” 

			Astra laughs softly. “Okay, that’s fair. But you still haven’t told me why you don’t trust Hedlund. Or what it is that makes you think she’s for sure one of them.” 

			“I can’t explain it to you,” I admit. “It’s just my gut telling me I need to watch my back around her and that she’s not what she appears to be.” 

			“All right, then what about Stone?” 

			“What about him?” 

			“Do you trust him? What does your gut say about him?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t know yet.”

			“But you saw him and Hedlund meeting in a dark, underground garage, right? And what about his well-timed and entirely heroic save the other night?” she asks. “Logically speaking, might that not suggest that he, too, is one of them? Why is your gut conflicted about him?” 

			I open my mouth to reply but can’t. I have no words. There is not a logical, reasonable answer I can give her. Anything I say right now is apt to be garbage that she won’t believe. Hell, I probably wouldn’t believe myself. 

			“Could it be that you’re conflicted because, unlike the good senator, you actually like ADIC Stone? That you look up to him?” she presses. 

			A rueful smile touches my lips. “You might have a point,” I say. “I just never expected you to be such a fierce defender of that woman.” 

			“Oh, I’m not. I’m more a fan of making you squirm and using your own demand for logic and rationality against you,” she says with a laugh.

			“My God, I hate you so much right now.” 

			“I know,” she chirps. “Listen, I’m not saying she’s not part of this group. And I’m not saying she doesn’t want to kill you. I’m just saying there is a lot going on here, and there are a lot of players. Stone was right the other night when he told you there are things in motion. It sure sounds like it. And if Hedlund is reaching out to you directly, things are picking up steam.”

			“So, if you’re not saying she’s not part of it, what are you saying?” I ask. 

			“All I’m saying is that I want you to be careful, Blake. Pull your head out of your backside, stop with the conspiracies, and focus on what’s in front of you,” Astra says. “People are gunning for you and you need to keep your head on a swivel. You need to be careful who you trust and who you don’t. And you need to see the bigger picture rather than the narrow view. Use your logic. Use your brains, girl.” 

			I nod. She’s making a compelling point and one I need to listen to. Knowing who I don’t trust is every bit as important as knowing who I can. Not everybody is a player in this grand game. It only feels like that because I’m on edge. But there’s more going on here than I can see. And because I can’t yet see the whole picture, it’s even more critical that I keep my head on a swivel and my eyes moving. 

			“Thank you,” I say. “I appreciate your help talking me off this ledge.” 

			“Always,” she replies. “You know I’ve always got your back. And you know I’m always going to give it to you straight.” 

			“I do know and appreciate that,” I tell her. 

			“Good. So, all that being said, what are you going to do?” she asks. “Are you going to reach out to Hedlund?” 

			“Should I?” 

			“Is it the smartest thing to do? The sooner you know what’s going through her mind, the sooner you’ll be able to figure out a response,” she says. “And if she tries to kill you, make sure you get the drop on her and put a bullet through her head before she can put one through yours.”

			I laugh softly. “Yeah, I’m sure shooting a sitting United States Senator in the head will do wonders for my career. Not to mention my freedom.” 

			“That’s why you take backup who can not only watch your back but also record the festivities as they go down,” she replies. “Video evidence is the coin of the realm.” 

			“Yeah, let me think about that. I’m not crazy about putting you into a situation like that.”

			“And I’m not crazy about you going into a situation like that alone,” Astra growls. “You’re my best friend, Blake. You’re closer to me than my own blood. And you’ve shut me out of this for far too long. With everything seeming like it’s coming to a head, I’m not going to let you keep doing that. We’re in this together. You got me?” 

			“I’m not sure—”

			“I said… you got me?” 

			Astra leans forward, pinning me to my chair with her eyes. I’ve rarely seen her like this, but she’s absolutely serious. I can see she’s scared for me. But these people are ruthless, and I don’t want to put her in harm’s way. If it all went sideways and something happened to her, I would never forgive myself. Astra is my best friend and as close to me as Kit is. I can’t let her get hurt trying to help me. I won’t. 

			“Let’s table this for now until I have a better handle on what it is we’re looking at,” I tell her. “I’ll figure out what Hedlund’s game is and then we can figure out what our next steps are.”

			“Blake—” 

			“That’s as good as it gets for now.” 

			She scowls at me. “Fine. But don’t expect me to let this drop. I’m going to keep riding your butt about this until we have a plan.”

			“I would expect no less from you,” I say with a laugh.

			Out in the bullpen, I can see Rick waving to me urgently. Astra turns and sees him trying to get our attention then gets to her feet, her expression sober. Whatever is going on out there isn’t good.  

			“We need to get out there,” I say, standing up and pushing my chair back.

			We head out into the bullpen, and the moment we do, Rick sits down at his terminal and starts banging away at his keys. The monitors all come to life, and the luchador’s face fills the screen. Behind him, another man sits strapped to a chair, sweat and tears streaming down his face in sheets. He’s a large man—easily six-two or six-three—and he’s built. The man looks like working out all day is his job. 

			White with dirty blonde hair and blue eyes, the man strains and struggles with his bonds. The luchador himself isn’t nearly as big as this man, and I have a feeling if the man in the chair broke free, the man with the bat would be in serious trouble. He’s built like a linebacker. The cords in his thick neck stand out, and his face is red with exertion as he tries to break the bonds holding him. But zip ties are almost impossible to break, no matter how muscular you are. 

			“It started streaming five minutes ago,” Rick says. 

			“Do we have a name?” I ask.

			“Eric Donovan,” Nina says. “Thirty-eight years old. Personal trainer.”

			“Yeah, that makes sense,” I say. 

			“His crime?” Astra asks. 

			“Raping a thirteen-year-old girl,” Nina says. “The daughter of one of his clients. He served five years for it and transitioned back into the world after passing through the Emerald Valley Residential Facility.”

			“Oh, now there’s a coincidence,” Astra says sardonically. 

			“Five years,” I mutter with disgust. 

			“How is this guy still getting clients with a record like that?” Astra wonders. 

			“Because most people aren’t diligent enough to check into the backgrounds of the people they let into their lives,” I say. “I mean seriously, who’s going to run a background check on their personal trainer?” 

			“Smart people,” Astra mutters.

			“I run background checks on literally everybody I let into my life,” Nina chimes in.

			“See?” Astra adds. “She’s smart.” 

			“You didn’t do a background on Benjamin,” I note.

			“I never said I was smart. I said Nina is,” Astra points out.

			I’m bantering with them to keep myself from watching what’s happening on the live stream on the monitors. The sound of Donovan’s screams combined with the constant ping of the bat bouncing off his skull is enough to drive a person mad. It takes approximately seven minutes for Donovan’s screams to taper off, and I look at the monitors to see him still strapped to the chair, his face a pulped mess of blood and bone. Donovan is still breathing, though, and a low wheezing gurgle drifts from his mouth. 

			The luchador is doubled over, hands on his knees, taking a moment to catch his breath. Eventually, he stands up and looks at the camera. 

			“And this is what happens to men who rape little girls,” he says. 

			He produces a knife and cuts through the zip ties, letting the beaten, bloody man slump to the floor. The luchador kicks the chair out of the way and disappears off-screen for a moment. I know what’s coming next, so I turn to Rick.

			“Are you able to get a fix on the location he’s streaming from?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “No. Same problem as before.”

			I turn to Nina. “Any landmarks or anything that gives it away?”

			“Not this time,” she notes.

			“If he holds to his MO, he’ll call it into 9-1-1 after he’s done and is safely away from the scene,” Astra says quietly. “At this point, we’d never make it there in time to save him anyway.” 

			“Yeah, I know.”  

			The luchador comes back into the frame with his gas can and douses Donovan who’s too weak to even move, let alone offer any resistance. The man in the mask turns to the camera.

			“This is how pedophiles end up in our city,” he spits. “So, you’d all be wise to pack up and leave now.”

			He lights a book of matches and tosses it onto the prone man who explodes into flame. He writhes on the ground, his body contorting in agony. His screams are piercing and barely even sound human. I turn away, unable to watch any more of it. Donovan is a bad guy, but he doesn’t deserve what’s being done to him. 

			“Rick, stay on the scanner. Let us know where the scene is as soon as you know,” I order. 

			“I will.”

			“Also, Nina, call ops and have a team relieve Mo and Lucas for the night,” I add. “Tell them to pick it up in the morning if the overnight crew has nothing.”

			“Copy that,” she says softly.

			“Astra, you’re with me,” I say.

			“We headed to the scene?”  

			“Yeah. I just want to get out of here.”

			“I’m with you,” she says. “Let’s roll.” 

			We grab our things and head out of the bullpen. The entire way down to the motor pool, I’m fighting the waves of nausea that are battering me. My God, the things we humans do to one another are staggering in their monstrousness. And it only seems to be getting worse. 

			As we climb into the car, for the very first time in my career, I start to wonder if we’re even doing any good out here at all. If we’re even making a difference. 
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			Alvarado’s Car Care, First Hill District; Seattle, WA

			Like many neighborhoods around town, First Hill was a thriving, culturally diverse place once upon a time. But somewhere along the way, something went wrong, and now it’s become a place you do not want to be when the sun goes down. Not even the cops like to come to First Hill with anything less than a SWAT team and a National Guard unit. I can’t say I blame them. First Hill has become a few blocks of dystopian nightmare within the borders of the city. 

			Unlike Sand Point, I haven’t heard of anybody buying up the land with an eye on revitalizing it. It’s something I may have to pitch to Fish at some point just because it is a genuinely scary place. Gangs hold sway here, and murders are so common that nobody even bats an eye anymore. 

			It’s not hard to find the crime scene. Parked around the lot of what used to be an auto body shop are a dozen police cars with their lights going. There’s also a SWAT truck with the black-uniformed unit in strategic positions, their long guns at the ready, providing cover for the other emergency personnel, a fire truck, and an ambulance.

			“I’ve never seen a response like this,” Astra remarks. “This is nuts.”

			“This is what happens when you have people who take shots at first responders just for fun,” I tell her. “A few years back, there was a crew that responded to a structure fire, and somebody on a rooftop nearby started taking pot shots. Two firemen were hit.”

			“Jesus,” Astra gasps. “How did I not hear about this?” 

			I shrug. “The firefighters were okay. Their wounds were superficial. But it’s just business as usual in this area. As I recall, there weren’t any reporters on scene for it, so it didn’t get much traction. I think most of the media would rather go someplace safer—like Afghanistan—than to this neighborhood.”

			“Speaking of the media, I’m surprised there isn’t a pack of jackals at the tape lines,” she mutters. “Even if this is a dangerous area, it’s still a big story.”

			“I doubt any of them feel like dying for a story,” I say. “Besides, the SPD has done a surprisingly good job of keeping the media in the dark about this. It’s not quite a big story yet. But given this show of force, I have a feeling it’s going to be soon enough.” 

			Astra grins. “Great. I feel so safe walking around here without a vest now.” 

			“Just keep your head on a swivel.” 

			The building we’re walking toward is made mostly of cinderblocks painted a light blue, but the body shop that used to inhabit it has been gone a long time. And with nobody to keep caring for the building, the paint is faded and washed out. But the black outline of the letters is still visible.

			We badge the cop at the tape line—the same one who was on the tape line at the Becerra crime scene. He grits his teeth as we approach.

			“Officer Ramirez,” I say. “Nice to see you again.” 

			“Yeah.”

			He raises the tape and lets us pass without incident this time, and we cross the parking lot. One of the bay doors of the old body shop is standing open, and I can see the mass of bodies inside. Crime scene techs, police photographers, and a handful of detectives are milling about. There are also a bunch of uniforms standing outside the bay doors keeping an eye on the rooftops and windows of the buildings that surround the old business. 

			“Agent Wilder.”

			I turn and see Deputy Chief Lee step out of the crowd and make his way over to us. He stops a few feet away and nods a greeting.

			“Agent Russo,” he says. 

			“Chief,” she acknowledges his greeting. 

			“Did you see the live stream?” I ask. 

			He nods. “Yeah. I’ve seen them all now, and I wish to God I hadn’t.” 

			“Right there with you,” I reply.

			“Do you have anything new for me?” Lee asks.

			“Not a lot. We’re still running down leads,” I tell him. “This whole thing is like a tangled ball of Christmas lights. Just when you think you’re making progress, you realize you’ve tied another section together. It’s complicated.”

			He nods. “That’s what my men are telling me,” he says. “I’ve put together a task force dedicated to this case. I’d appreciate it if you would swing by and share your expertise and your insights. And we can show you what we’ve developed—which, I’ll tell you right now, isn’t much. We got out of the blocks incredibly slow, I’m afraid.” 

			I nod. “I’ll make sure your task force gets what we have. I may not be able to deliver it personally, but I’ll ensure your men have everything we do.”

			“Thank you,” he nods. 

			“What does the scene look like in here?” Astra asks.

			“Same as the others,” he says. “A mess.”

			“Would you mind if we took ten minutes inside alone?” 

			He nods. “Go for it.” 

			Lee steps into the shop and starts ordering his men out. I turn to Astra and grin.

			“I like this new version of Lee and this spirit of cooperation he’s got,” I say. “At this rate, I’m starting to feel bad that I left him off my Christmas card list.”

			“It’s amazing what having your ass in a sling will do to foster that esprit de corps, isn’t it?” she replies. “I can’t imagine the pressure he’s under from SPD brass about this.” 

			“Yeah, his detectives really screwed him. Makes you wonder if it was intentional. People playing politics,” I say. 

			“Would not shock me in the least.”

			“Agents,” Lee calls. “Scene’s all yours.” 

			“Thank you, Chief.” 

			Astra and I glove up and then walk into the scene. On the surface, it’s like all the others. The body is charred beyond recognition, and when I squat down next to it, I can see how badly Donovan’s skull was fractured and caved in.

			“This guy is an animal,” I say.

			“Come on, don’t lump this guy in with animals,” Astra replies. “Last I checked, animals don’t kill just for fun.” 

			“Good point.”

			Even though Lee promised to get us everything in the murder book, Astra takes pictures of the body with her cell phone anyway. It’s better we have something now since it might take Lee’s people a bit to get their information over to us. If it turns up at all. He may be feeling the spirit of cooperation with us, but that doesn’t mean the rest of the SPD is. 

			I stand up and walk around the interior of the shop. Like the other crime scenes we’ve seen, this place is littered with garbage. Aside from the stench of burned human flesh, the air inside the shop is saturated with the odor of unwashed bodies and human waste. The homeless obviously use this place as a shelter. 

			I walk along the wall and look at all the graffiti marking it. There is a plethora of gang sigils, names, and even a couple of memorial tags for their fallen. Sunlight slants in through a broken window high in the wall of the shop and falls on the patch of graffiti I’m looking at. And that’s when I see it. It stands out to me like a beacon that’s burning bright. 

			For some reason, I’ve been fixated on the graffiti at each of the crime scenes, but I haven’t known why. Initially, I wrote it off as nothing. But my subconscious mind was working on the problem, and now I see why. 

			“Astra,” I say.

			She comes over, and I point to it. The sunlight beaming in from the window falls on a section of the wall that’s all tagged up. And most of it is flat and already fading. It’s been there for a long while and is dry. But the sunlight streaming in glistens off a patch. I squat down and gently press my finger to it, then hold it up to my face. 

			“It’s still wet,” I note. 

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she says.

			“Pull up the photos of the other crime scenes on your tablet,” I order. “I want to see if this symbol is at the others.” 

			“On it.”

			She pulls her tablet out of her bag and starts scrolling through the photos. I stare at the symbol painted on the wall. Like any tagger—or artist, I suppose—maybe the luchador is unable to resist signing his work. At least, I’m hoping to find this symbol at the other crime scenes. That’s going to go a long way to linking all the cases to one person. 

			“It’s here,” Astra says.

			She holds her tablet out and shows me the walls behind the victims at the other crime scenes. And in all of them, the same symbol can be seen. It’s small, discreet, and subtly tucked away amongst all the other graffiti. But knowing what we were looking for made it easy for us to pick it out of all the other noise. 

			A smile touches my face as I look at the small, stylized Batman logo painted on the wall—painted in the same black and gold color scheme as his luchador mask. It can’t be a coincidence. I know it’s not much, but it’s the first thing that we can consider a vital clue. 

			“Batman,” Astra says. “Clever. And disgusting.” 

			“Why Batman?”

			We both turn to see Lee stepping around the body as he approaches us. I point to the logo on the wall. 

			“Batman. Because he uses a bat,” I shrug. “This is him signing his work.”

			Lee scrunches up his face. “Different kind of bat, though, right? The… baseball kind, not the animal.”

			“Take a look at this though,” Astra says. She passes over her tablet to him, pointing out the logo in each of the crime scene photos. Lee looks at it for a long moment then rakes his fingers through his hair, his face etched with disbelief. But then that fades, and he looks at us. 

			“But how does this get us any closer to finding out who he is?” he asks. 

			“I’ve got a feeling that our guy is a gang member, and the bat is his trademark. He’s way too comfortable using it for this to be a new thing,” I say. “Somebody out there knows who the batman is.” 

			Lee takes in what I say and nods. “Okay. I can buy that,” he says. “But now the question is, how do we find him? Nobody’s going to give up this guy simply out of fear they’ll end up on the wrong side of his bat.” 

			“We’re going to have to find a way to make them fear us more,” I say. 

			“Easier said than done. These guys don’t fear prison time,” Lee mutters. “And they know we’ll never be able to do what he does.” 

			“Okay, let’s do this then,” I say. “Get with your gang unit, and we’ll get with ours. Somebody has to know who he is. Somebody’s got to know that nickname.”

			“You sure it’s a nickname?” Lee asks.

			Astra points to the other names and symbols painted on the walls. “These are all like business cards,” she says. “Each one of those is somebody’s name. It’s how they let other people know they were there.” 

			“Didn’t you ever work in the gang unit?” I ask.

			He shakes his head and frowns, looking almost ashamed. “No. My experience with the gang unit is almost nil, to be honest. I had a few cases that brushed up against that world but nothing substantial,” he admits. “But I can see it’s a weak spot and something I’ll be correcting.” 

			I respect the fact that Lee can admit his shortcomings and then take the steps necessary to correct them. It’s a hell of a step above the previous man in his position, and it’s an example the rest of the SPD could learn from. Like I’ve said all along, Lee is a good cop, and I’ve always believed that he continually strives to better himself. It’s an admirable trait to have in a leader, and the SPD should be thankful to have somebody like that in a leadership position. 

			“Okay, we have what we need for now,” I say. “We’ll get with you later and share information. Sound good?”

			He nods. “Yeah. Sounds good. Thank you.” 

			“No need to thank us, Chief. We all want the same thing here.” 

			Astra and I head out of the shop, and I feel that surge of momentum starting to build. We have a solid lead—our first solid lead—and I have a feeling it’s important. It might even be pivotal. At least, we can hope it is. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“Have you found anything?” I ask.

			Nina shakes her head. “Not yet. But I only just started. Give me a little time.” 

			“Fair enough,” I say. 

			I pace the front of the room, my mind spinning wildly. After getting back from the crime scene, I put a request in with the gang unit to get information on anybody known as Batman. I’m impatient, though, and want answers. When I feel that momentum beginning to pick up, I want to keep it rolling and hate having to slow down. But that’s the job. One of the more frustrating aspects of the job, but it’s the job, nonetheless.

			The thing that has me feeling so agitated is the sense that something isn’t lining up quite right. It’s like the pieces of the puzzle are close, but don’t fit flush with one another. There’s a gap in it. I don’t know why or what it is, but the more I think about it, the more I think we need to develop some alternative suspects. 

			“What has you so wound up?” Astra asks. 

			“I just feel like we’re missing something. I’m missing something.”

			“The gang angle is solid, Blake. It was a really good catch.” 

			“Yeah, maybe.” 

			“What’s bothering you about it?” she asks. 

			“I’m not sure. It just feels… incomplete. It feels like I’m not seeing the big picture yet.”

			“Okay, let’s talk it out. What feels incomplete? What do you feel is missing?” 

			I gnaw on my bottom lip as I walk one way then the other, my eyes on the floor beneath me. In times like this, I’ve always found it’s best to go back to basics. Work the profile. Oftentimes, when I do that, it will loosen things up in my mind. 

			“All right, let’s go back to square one,” I say. “What do we know about our offender?” 

			I stop in front of the whiteboard to the side of the small dais and grab the blue dry-erase marker. Uncapping it, I frown as I stare at the empty board. 

			“We know he’s a tech wizard,” Rick offers. 

			“Right. That’s good,” I say, jotting that down. 

			“We know that he’s intimately familiar with the shadier parts of town,” Astra adds. 

			“That’s excellent.”

			“He’s over-the-top violent,” Nina chimes in. 

			I nod as I write it down. “That makes me think our guy probably has a record for assault. We’ll have to cross-reference arrest records once we get the names from the gang unit.”

			“You really think there’s going to be more than one Batman?” Lucas asks.

			“One thing most of these guys aren’t is creative. How many Reapers have you seen running around out there? How many guys called El Diablo?” I ask. “No, I’m pretty sure we’re going to get a few names at least.” 

			“I see your point,” he admits with a chuckle. 

			I think back to the live streams and what we saw, letting my mind absorb as many of the details as I can. It’s something about that last one—the murder of Eric Donovan—that my brain keeps fixating on. What is it about that one that keeps sending up flares in my mind? 

			“Rick, do me a favor,” I say. “Play the Donovan stream.” 

			“You got it, boss.” 

			“You really want to see that again?” Astra asks.

			“No. Not particularly. But I need to. There’s something in that stream that’s tickling the back of my mind, and I don’t know what it is. Maybe seeing it again will trigger whatever it is.”

			The monitors light up, and the recording of the stream pops up. Rick looks over at me with a grim look on his face.

			“Last chance. You sure you want to do this?” he asks.

			“Thanks for the concern, but just play it,” I reply. 

			“When you can’t sleep tonight, don’t blame me,” he warns. 

			“Rick—”

			“And… play.” 

			As I watch the scene playing out on the monitors, I look closely at the luchador. He’s not a big man. He’s five-eight at the most, and although it’s hard to gauge his build because he’s masking it with overly baggy clothes, I’m thinking it’s pretty average. He doesn’t look either too thin or too heavy. There’s nothing about him that stands out to me. 

			But then my eyes slide off him and focus on Eric Donovan who’s bound to the chair behind the luchador. Dressed in a tank top and jeans, Donovan’s thick, corded muscles flex and strain as he tries to break them. Donovan is massive. He’s at least six-three and looks like he could snap the luchador in half if he wanted to. 

			“That’s it,” I say. 

			“What’s it?” Astra asks. 

			“Let it keep rolling,” I say. 

			The video of the stream goes on, and my mind keeps fixating on the size difference between the two men. And the more I think about it, the more implausible it seems. The luchador is looking into the camera at this point and speaking. “This is how pedophiles end up in our city. So, you’d all be wise to pack up and leave now.”

			“Hold there,” I say.

			Rick pauses the video, and I look into the dark eyeholes of the mask for a long moment, putting some order to my thoughts. 

			“The luchador isn’t working alone,” I say.

			“Why do you think that?” Astra asks. 

			“First, look at the size difference between him and Donovan,” I point out. “Do you think somebody the luchador’s size would be able to subdue a man Donovan’s size on his own?” 

			“He could have used a stun gun?” Astra offers.

			“It’s possible. But then there’s this—Rick, rewind and play that last line again.”

			“Comin’ up,” he says. 

			“This is how pedophiles end up in our city. So, you’d all be wise to pack up and leave now.”

			“There,” I say. “Stop the tape.” 

			Rick stops the tape again, and I turn back to the three of them. They’re all looking back at me questioningly. They didn’t catch it. 

			“One more time,” I say. 

			Rick plays the clip again and stops when I tell him to. I point at the screen. 

			“He says, that’s how pedophiles end up in our city. Not my city. Our city,” I clarify. “That suggests he’s not doing this all on his own.”

			Astra grimaces. “Maybe? I mean, I think that’s a little thin, but I suppose it’s possible.”

			“I think it’s more than possible. I think it’s probable,” I say.

			“Okay, then let’s run with this one. Who is he referencing? His gang?” 

			“Maybe. But would the luchador’s crew really be running around the city targeting pedophiles just to publicly display their murder?” I ask. “I guess it’s possible, but it doesn’t sound like the MO of a street gang. I usually don’t credit these guys with a lot of brains, but even they would know doing something like that would bring too much heat on them.”

			“Then who?”

			“That’s the mystery we need to figure out,” I say. 

			“Here’s a radical idea to throw into the hopper,” Nina offers. “What if he’s working at the behest of Father Harding?”

			“Father Harding?” I ask.

			She nods. “I’ve been doing a little bit of digging on him—”

			“You’ve been digging into Father Harding?” I ask.

			“And I thought I was antagonistic toward organized religion,” Astra quips.

			“It’s due diligence and initiative, not antagonistic,” Nina counters. 

			“Whatever helps you sleep at night, kid,” Astra says with a grin. 

			Nina laughs. “Anyway, as it turns out, when the good Father was twelve years old, his nine-year-old brother, Randy, was abducted, molested, and murdered.”

			My eyes widen. “You’re kidding me?” 

			She shakes her head and points to the monitors on the wall. I turn and see a newspaper article from 1992 that details the death of Harding’s younger brother. It’s a tragic tale. Jack Phillips, the man who abducted and murdered Father Harding’s younger brother, Randy, had been released from prison just three weeks prior. He’d served seven years for abducting and molesting a ten-year-old boy. It was that first victim’s testimony that had landed Phillips in prison, so I’m assuming he decided to not leave any witnesses this time around. 

			“Isn’t it kind of curious that Father Harding didn’t see fit to mention that fact while we were there?” Astra asks. 

			“Not as curious as it is that he’s chosen to spend his days working around pedophiles and sex offenders when he’s got this history,” I say.

			“To be fair, the transition house isn’t solely for sex offenders,” Nina points out. “It’s also for men convicted of any number of different offenses.” 

			“True enough,” I acknowledge. “But there are a lot of sex offenders in transition houses—enough that the fact that Father Harding didn’t mention it is curious.” 

			“Maybe as a priest he can maintain his professional distance,” Astra says. “Turn the other cheek, forgive and forget, live and let live? Maybe he’s forgiven Jack Phillips and is working with these other pedophiles to get them to see their wicked ways and course correct so what happened to his brother doesn’t happen to anybody else?”

			“Entirely possible. Maybe even likely,” I reply. “But it’s still damn curious that he didn’t see fit to mention it. It’s a question I think we need to ask him.”

			Astra shrugs. “You know he’s going to say he didn’t think it was relevant.”

			“Probably. But I’d like to see his reaction anyway.” 

			“So, I guess we’re taking another ride?” Astra asks.

			“Indeed, we are,” I reply.

			“Let me just run to the restroom first.”

			“Take your time,” I say then turn to Nina. “Hey, can I speak to you in my office for a quick second?” 

			“Am I in trouble?”

			“You will be if you don’t get into my office,” I say.

			She laughs and gets to her feet. I follow her in and shut the door behind me. I pull out the key Kit left with April to give to me and hand it over. Nina takes it and looks at it for a moment, then raises her gaze to mine.

			“What’s this for?” she asks.

			“I’m hoping you might be able to tell me that.” 

			Nina looks down at the key again, pursing her lips. She turns the key over and looks at it from different angles, probably trying to see if there’s anything etched or engraved that’s been sanded down or otherwise covered over somehow. There’s not. I’ve looked. 

			“I’m good, boss. But I don’t know if I’m this good,” she says.

			“If anybody can figure it out, I know it will be you,” I reply. “And if you can’t, I know it can’t be figured out at all.”

			“I appreciate the vote of confidence but—” 

			“Honestly, give it your best shot, and if you can’t figure out what this key goes to, then don’t sweat it. No pressure at all, Nina.”

			She nods and slips it into her pocket. “Can I ask where you got it?”

			I hesitate for a moment. Nina doesn’t know the full story of everything that’s gone down in recent months with the Thirteen. This is my way of figuring out if I can trust her.

			“It’s from my sister,” I say vaguely. The truth, but nothing so detailed that she will be caught in my web.

			Nina nods. “The one who got shot?”

			I confirm it with a nod. “Before that happened, she’d given it to her friend April to give to me. She never told April what it was for,” I reply. “But Kit’s awake now, and she can’t recall what the key is for either.”

			Nina whistles low. “Well, that’s a series of unfortunate events,” she says, then quickly adds, “Not your sister waking up. I’m glad she’s awake. It just sucks her memory didn’t make it through intact.”

			“I’m hoping it’s a temporary thing. Her doctor says her memory loss might not be permanent,” I tell her. 

			“Fingers crossed.”

			“Thanks, Nina. And if you could do me the favor of keeping this on the down-low.”

			“Of course.”

			I see Astra come back into the shop and give me the sign that she’s ready to roll. Turning to Nina, I give her a nod.

			“Thank you again,” I say. “And we’ll be back.” 

			“I’ll be here,” she replies with a grin. 
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			Crossroads Residential Facility, Lower Queen Anne District; Seattle, WA

			“Agents, I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” Father Harding says. “Frankly, I didn’t expect to see you back at all. I’ve got nothing more to add to what I told you earlier.” 

			“We just had a couple of follow-up questions,” I say. 

			“There were a few things we wanted to clarify with you, Father,” Astra adds. 

			Father Harding gestures to the pair of chairs that sit in front of his desk. We take a seat, and his chair squeaks as he lowers himself into it. His office is spartanly furnished and decorated. There’s a desk and then two bookshelves flanking the door we just came through. The bookshelves hold some religious paraphernalia as well as his personal knickknacks. Behind us are two chairs that look much more comfortable than the ones we’re sitting in separated by a small, round table between them where I assume he holds his counseling sessions.

			On the walls are more of the same framed motivational posters that hang in the lobby as well as inspirational passages from Scripture. There are also half a dozen framed photographs of Father Harding with various figures. In one, I see him with Bishop Weller at the rededication ceremony for this facility. The other photos show Harding with people I assume are various staff members and even residents who have passed through these halls. 

			“So, what is it I can do for you, agents?” Father Harding asks. 

			“Well, you can start by telling us why you failed to mention that your brother was abducted and murdered by a convicted pedophile,” I say. 

			Harding frowns, and his chair squeals as he leans back in his seat. He seems to be thinking his answer over for a minute before he leans forward and clasps his hands on top of his desk again. Harding takes another moment, and I can see the emotion swirling across his face. The pain in his eyes looks as fresh today as it must have been all those years ago. I feel bad that we’re reopening that wound, but unfortunately, it’s necessary.

			Father Harding clears his throat and looks up at us, his chin jutting out defiantly. “Because I didn’t see how it was relevant—”

			“You didn’t see how it was relevant?” Astra asks, her tone colored with disbelief as she turns to me. “See? I knew he was going to say that.”

			“No, I didn’t see how it was relevant,” he repeats, his voice low and tight. “And frankly, I didn’t tell you, because it’s none of your business. My brother’s death is a private matter for our family, and I resent the fact that you’ve not only dug up such a personal, painful memory but have come back to throw it in my face.” 

			“I sincerely apologize for that, Father Harding. But we’re conducting a murder investigation, so we don’t have time for certain… niceties,” I say. 

			Astra sits up and leans forward. “We are very sorry for your loss, Father Harding—” 

			“Are you?” he growls.

			“Yes. We are. We’re not monsters, despite what you might believe,” she says. “But I want to go back a moment. I’d like to discuss your failure to see the relevance of what happened to your brother to our investigation.”

			He sighs heavily and runs his fingers through his hair. “How is it relevant, Agent Russo?” 

			She cocks her head, an expression of incredulousness on her face. “We’re investigating a series of murders that involve pedophiles, and you don’t see how your brother being murdered by a pedophile is relevant?” 

			“It was thirty years ago, Agent Russo. So, no. I fail to see how it’s relevant,” he snarls. 

			Before we got into his office, Astra and I agreed that she would take the lead in the questioning. He is likely to be on edge after their last conversation, which will make it easier for her to get under his skin. And if she gets under his skin deep enough, he’ll be much more likely to make a mistake or say something he doesn’t mean to. All she needs to do is put him on the ropes and keep delivering body blows, and he just might give something away. 

			I sit back in the hard chair and watch the entire interaction between them, looking closely at Father Harding. I search his face and his body language for his tells. It’s one of the only times in the very brief time we’ve known him that I’ve seen emotion in his face. It’s pain. But it’s also rage. He is furious that we’re dredging this up. 

			“So, you’ve got a temper,” Astra notes. “And you’re obviously holding on to your pain.” 

			“Does that make me suspect?” he grumbles.

			“Well, it certainly doesn’t help make you look innocent,” she counters.

			He looks at her with an expression of astonishment on his face. “Do you really believe I run around the city at night looking for pedophiles to kill in some halfhearted attempt to bring my brother back or something?”

			“No, of course not. Don’t be silly,” Astra says. “I think if you were the one committing these murders, you’d be doing it not to bring Randy back, but to assuage your guilt and to vent your anger. I think in your mind, you’d be murdering Jack Phillips over and over again. Hypothetically speaking, of course.” 

			Harding’s face turns red, and he looks ready to explode. “How dare you, Agent Russo,” he seethes. “I have done a lot of work to put that painful chapter of my life behind me. For you to suggest I’m working out my residual anger by murdering people is unconscionable.” 

			“Nobody is accusing you of anything, Father Harding,” I jump in calmly before he kicks us out. “Let’s all just throttle this back a bit.” 

			I cut a glance at Astra. I’m putting on a show of looking at her sternly, but she already knows that it’s an indication that the plan is working. Harding is off balance and angry. If he’s ever going to slip up and admit to having a role in this, it’s going to be now. Mission accomplished.  

			“Father Harding, I would like to know why you voluntarily put yourself in a position to work with the very sort of men who victimized your brother,” I say. 

			He closes his eyes for a moment, and I see his lips moving as he murmurs silently to himself. After being wound up by Astra, I imagine he’s praying for peace and calm within his own heart and mind. Harding finally opens his eyes and looks at me again. 

			“Initially, I did not choose to work with these men. It was my instructor at seminary school who made me volunteer,” he says quietly. “He suggested it would be beneficial to me if I learned about them, learned how their minds worked, and understood their… desires. He believed it would assist me on my road to forgiveness and redemption if I learned to forgive and offer redemption to men like Jack Phillips.” 

			“And have you?” I asked. “Forgiven Jack Phillips?” 

			“If I say no, does that make me a suspect?” he asks. 

			“It would make you human,” I say evenly. “You don’t want to know the things I’ve done and felt toward those who have hurt my own sister.”

			A rueful smile touches his lips, and he looks down at his desk for a moment before returning his gaze to mine. 

			“I consider it my personal failing, but I have not yet found it in my heart to forgive Jack Phillips. Perhaps one day. But I am just not ready to forgive him. That is my cross to bear,” he says softly. “But that has not prevented me from counseling men like him. From trying to help them find their way back to God and away from these unnatural desires. It has not prevented me from doing all I can to save their souls and do some good in this world.”

			“What about the men who remain lost, Father? The men who have no desire to find their way to God?” Astra presses.  

			“I can only show them the path. It is up to them to decide whether to walk it or not. I cannot force them to live a righteous life,” he says.

			“I get that, Father. But do you, perhaps, know somebody who might take offense to them walking around free?” Astra asks. “Do you know anybody who might be willing to punish them for the things they’ve done?” 

			“I know what you’re getting at, Agent Russo, and I find your suggestion entirely inappropriate and offensive,” he snaps. 

			“I’m sorry you feel that way, Father Harding,” she replies. “But we now have five men who’ve been murdered, and their only connection is this residential center. Their only connection seems to be you.”

			Harding shoots to his feet, his face turning a shade of red not normally found in nature. His jaw is clenched so tight that I have no trouble believing he could chew through steel.

			“We are done here,” he growls. “I have nothing more to say.”

			“Father Harding—”

			He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Agent Wilder. I appreciate your courtesy and professionalism,” he says. “But I refuse to let your partner sit there and insult me. I refuse to sit here and let her cast aspersions and innuendo at me. It’s time for you both to go. I have nothing more to say to either of you.”

			“Please, can we—”

			“And if you have any further questions for me, you may contact the general counsel for the diocese,” he cuts me off. “Please do not contact me directly again.”

			Astra and I get to our feet and head for the door. As I pass the bookcase on the left, though, I pause and look at a photograph in a silver frame that sits on the top shelf. My eyes linger on the three faces in the photo for a long moment, and when recognition hits me, it feels like a mule kick to the gut that nearly leaves me breathless.

			I do my best to dial back my emotions since I don’t want to get ahead of myself here. It might not mean anything. But it might just be everything. 

			I turn back to Father Harding, who is still standing behind his desk, his face pinched and tight, the anger radiating from him like heat from the sun.

			“I am sorry for offending you, Father Harding,” I say genuinely. “And thank you for your time.” 

			He forces his jaw to unclench and when he does, his expression begins to lighten. Slightly. But he gives himself a nod and looks up at me.

			“Have a nice day,” he says. “And God be with you.”

			“You, too, Father,” I say, then close the door behind me as I leave. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“We’re coming up empty with Marsh and The Neighborhood Watch,” Mo tells us with an exhausted sigh. 

			“He had a meeting last night, and we got plenty of photos, but none of these guys have a jacket,” Lucas concurs. “As far as we’ve been able to tell, Marsh isn’t lying. All they do is expose these guys. And frankly, I can’t say I blame them. If I had a family, I’d want to know if a predator was moving in next door.” 

			“It’s borderline stalking and harassment,” Mo says. “But they always stop just short of crossing that line. Marsh knows what he’s doing and keeps his guys in line.”

			“We’ll never get arrest warrants on any of them,” Lucas adds. “And if by some minor miracle we do manage to get one, I doubt any grand jury would indict. Any case we brought would get tossed out of court and would make us, not them, look bad.”

			My hands clasped behind my back, I stare at the floor as I pace the front of the room. After today’s meeting with Father Harding, I’ve moved away from Marsh and The Neighborhood Watch. They’re video vigilantes. They’re like the guys who throw on leather kuttes and ride road bikes on the weekends calling themselves a motorcycle club. They technically are, but aren’t really the genuine article. It’s a hobby, not a lifestyle for them.

			For a guy like the luchador, violence and vigilantism is a lifestyle. It’s not just what he does but who he is. And somebody knew that. Somebody knew exactly how to tap into those violent urges and found a way to harness them to get him to do what they wanted. I’m coming to believe that somebody knew the luchador was a loaded gun, and all they had to do was point him at a target and pull the trigger. He’d do all the heavy lifting. 

			I don’t believe Father Harding is the one who pulled the trigger. But I do believe he’s somehow involved. His participation may be on the periphery, but I’m convinced he knows something. I’m convinced that he’s hiding something. His anger today, though warranted to some extent, seemed outsized for the situation. He was on the defensive from the start, and he was just too angered by Astra’s jabs too quickly for my liking. 

			“All right, that’s good work, guys,” I say to Mo and Lucas. “You don’t have to tail Marsh anymore. I think we’re done with him.” 

			“What have you guys found?” Mo asks. 

			Astra leans forward and gets them all up to speed on what we’ve been doing and what we’ve found. Once she’s done filling them in, she sits back and lets them process it all. And for a few minutes, the shop is silent. Astra looks at me knowing that I’ve got something to add to the conversation, but I’m still trying to figure out what our next steps are. I haven’t even mentioned to Astra what piqued my curiosity in Harding’s office yet. 

			We’re coming to a point where I feel the momentum is building more, but it’s also a delicate point. This is where we’re going to have to tread very carefully as we move forward. It’s also coming to a point where I’m going to need to get Ayad involved because we’re going to need him to sign off on what I’m thinking. 

			“When we were leaving Father Harding’s office, I noticed a picture on one of his shelves,” I start. “It took me a minute to understand what I was seeing and recognize the people in the photo, but once I did, it felt like something was unlocked in my head. Something clicked.”

			“What was it?” Astra asks.

			“The picture was of Father Harding when he was younger. I’m guessing he was fresh out of his seminary school,” I say. “But he was standing with Elias Soto and Jay Hirshberg.” 

			Astra’s eyes widen. “The probation officers?”

			“The very same,” I reply with a nod. “Except that in the photo, Soto and Hirshberg were in SPD patrol uniforms.” 

			“They were SPD?” Mo asks.

			“It looks that way,” I say. “And now that I think about it, when we were in Soto’s office, I seem to recall seeing a picture of him when he was younger. It looked like he had just graduated from the academy. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now…”

			I spread my hands out and shrug. This is all circumstantial, and I know it could very well be a case of points lining up to form a picture that, if you looked at it from a different perspective, could look entirely different. But the fact that they all knew each other well enough for Father Harding to have a framed photo in his office is forming a very interesting picture that needs to be looked at a little closer. 

			“Yeah, we need to know a little more about their stories,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, so wait,” Lucas says. “Are we now saying it’s the priest and the two probation officers who are responsible for these murders?”

			“We’re saying it’s possible they’re all involved,” I clarify.

			“Based on what?” he presses.

			“Based on a theory. This is how we crack cases here, Lucas,” I shrug. “We pose theories and see if the evidence lines up. If it does, great. We’ve got our bad guys. If it doesn’t, then we keep looking. There are a lot of dead ends and false leads in murder investigations, Lucas. You should know that by now.”

			He grimaces and looks down. As talented and driven as he is as an investigator, I have to continually remind myself that Lucas still has a lot to learn and a lot of growing to do. Counterterrorism didn’t adequately prepare him for the way things function in a unit like ours. There’s a lot he doesn’t know. It was the same when Mo came over from White Collar. Lots of raw talent and sharp instincts but little in the way of practical knowledge and experience. Mo is a valuable asset to this team and has excelled beyond my wildest hopes for her. And I’m pretty confident Lucas will get there. I just need to be patient with him.

			“You’re right. I’m sorry,” he says. “Okay, so I just want to get the theory we’re working with straight in my head. Lay it out for us.” 

			“It’s not a complete theory yet, and there are still a lot of holes to work out,” I admit. “But as probation officers, Soto and Hirshberg are responsible for placing their charges into a halfway house after their release from prison. So, they put them in Harding’s house. Harding, who’s got a very real ax to grind with pedophiles, then does his thing at Crossroads, but once they transition out, all three of them conspire to have this person killed. In their minds, making the streets just a little bit safer, while still maintaining plausible deniability.” 

			“That’s quite a theory,” Mo says. “I like it. But there are holes large enough to drive a truck through.”

			I nod. “Yeah, I know. But it’s a solid framework for us to start building on.” 

			Rick arches an eyebrow. “You want us to start investigating a couple of cops?”

			“Former cops,” I point out.

			“I, for one, would like to know why they’re former cops,” Astra says. “Not a lot of guys who clip on that shield will willingly transfer over to probation services. Seems like a step down to me. So, what prompted the change in their career trajectories?” 

			“All good questions,” I note. “But we’re not going to be able to do anything without Ayad signing off on this. If we go rogue and start investigating cops without his permission, we’re all going to end up in the doghouse.”

			“At which point, we’ll either be neutered or euthanized,” Mo quips. 

			“I vote for option C,” Lucas chimes in. “Go and talk to him and get his permission. The last thing I’m trying to do here is get demoted and/or fired. I kind of like my job.”

			“I do too. Which is why I’m going to do this one by the book,” I say.

			“Solid plan,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, while I’m down in Ayad’s office, I want you guys getting into their business. All three of them—Harding, Soto, and Hirshberg. Flag anything and everything you can find in the public domain—and public domain only—that might be helpful,” I say. “Get all up in their socials, blog posts—literally anything that might help us make this case.” 

			“Copy that,” they all say nearly in unison.

			“Astra, do me a favor and talk to Whitaker over in gangs,” I say. “Find out where he’s at with the Batman’s identity.” 

			“Got it.” 

			“Okay, I’ll be back,” I state.

			I turn and walk out of the shop and head down the hall to Chief Ayad’s office. I know I’m going in with a case that looks like a house of cards built on quicksand in the middle of a dust storm. But my gut is telling me we’re onto something. The picture is starting to come together. And although I can’t yet see its final form, and don’t know exactly what it’s going to look like when I can, I truly believe that digging into these three men will yield more pieces that will help get us there. 

			Now, the only thing I have to do is convince Ayad, who’s never been shy about poking holes in my every theory and shooting me down. This should be a lot of fun. 
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			Office of Section Chief Bomani Ayad; Seattle Field Office 

			Section Chief Ayad’s office is a reflection of the man himself: tidy, efficient, cold, and lacking in any discernable personality whatsoever. I’m learning, though, that Ayad is a complicated person and one who compartmentalizes very well. Though he presents as a ruthlessly efficient, micromanaging, uptight, Type-A personality, the photos he’s got on his bookshelf tell a different story. Or rather, show a different side to the man—a side that, quite frankly, I’m shocked to learn exists. 

			The photos I’m looking at show a man who’s as gregarious as he is adventurous—there are pictures of him climbing mountains and kayaking with friends. Photos of him whooping it up at parties. I think my favorite is from what looks like a Halloween party where he’s dressed up as Han Solo and his date is dressed up as Chewbacca. And in all the photos I see, he’s got a wide, warm smile on his face. It’s an unexpected layer to the man I’ve gotten to know as a thorough and brutal administrator who has all the warmth of an iceberg.

			I don’t say this to be cruel. The world needs people like that because they help keep all the machines running efficiently. And to be fair, he has been making the effort to be less cold with me. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he’s tried to be warm and welcoming, but I’ve definitely felt the iceberg beginning to thaw. It’s kind of nice, actually. 

			As I stand there, my phone buzzes. Pulling it out of my pocket, I glance at the display and see it’s from Hedlund again. Rolling my eyes, I send it to voicemail then tuck the phone back into my pocket and turn as the door to the office opens. Chief Ayad steps in and sees me standing in front of his bookcase. He gives me a tight smile then marches to his desk and takes a seat. He gestures to the chair across from him. 

			“Please, have a seat,” he starts. 

			I walk over and perch on the edge of the chair. “Thanks for seeing me, Chief.”

			“Of course,” he nods. “It sounded pressing.”

			“It is.” 

			“I assume this has to do with your case?” 

			“It does,” I confirm. 

			“Okay, what do you have for me?” 

			I lay out what we have so far and my theory about the case as it’s progressing. He sits back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he listens to me, not quite keeping the look of skepticism off his face. When I’m done speaking, he sits forward again and lays his hands flat on top of his desk. 

			“So, if I’m hearing you right, you’re operating under the theory that this is a big conspiracy that includes two probation officers and a priest?” he asks with an eyebrow raised. 

			Put in those watered-down, simplified terms, I admit that it sounds outlandish. But I’m not going to tell him that. To get what I want, I’m going to have to really sell this. 

			“I know how it sounds, Chief,” I say. “But all I want to do is have a closer look at these guys. There are a lot of things they’re hiding from us, and it’s raising red flags all over the place. I think it might be borderline irresponsible if we didn’t at least look into them.”

			He purses his lips and looks down for a moment as he processes what I’m saying and puts order to his thoughts. Finally, he looks up at me with a quizzical look on his face. 

			“What about this… luchador?” he asks. “Where does he fit in? Have you been able to tie him to any of the three yet?” 

			I clear my throat and give myself a couple of beats to think. This is the biggest hole in my theory, and I haven’t yet been able to come up with an adequate way to patch it. Without the name of the Batman from the gang unit, there is no way for me to tie him to Soto, Hirshberg, or Father Harding.

			“Not yet, sir,” I admit. “We’re still waiting for the gang unit to get back to us. And once they do, I’m confident that with the name they provide, we’ll be able to find a connection between them. I’m confident we’ll have a way to prove this theory right.” 

			“But right now, it’s just idle speculation,” he needles me.

			“I wouldn’t exactly call it idle,” I protest. “This theory has legs, Chief. It has serious legs. We just need to plug a couple of things into place to make it flush.” 

			He blows out a long breath and sits back again. I can see him thinking about everything I’ve said. It seems like he’s trying to balance his natural skepticism with his desire to clear this case. Like many administrators, Ayad’s biggest concern is results. And in this field, results mean an agent’s or a team’s case closure rate. My team’s case closure rate—or CCR—is exceptional. We’re well above both the field office and the nationwide average.

			It’s one of the feathers Ayad likes to stick in his cap, I know. I don’t think he knows I know that he likes to parade around my team’s statistics for his benefit and to make his case for moving up the chain of command. But I have friends in the Bureau who have made sure I know he’s trying to build a reputation on our backs. And frankly, I don’t care. All that matters is that we close cases and take bad guys out of circulation. That’s all I care about. But if he compromises or stonewalls one of our investigations for fear it will impact our CCR, Ayad and I are going to have some real problems. 

			“I have to be honest, Blake. This sounds paper-thin,” he says. “You’re resting your theory on a lot of what-ifs and maybes.” 

			“I know it looks that way, Chief. I get it. But I can prove that this theory has legs,” I say. “All I need to do is a little digging into those three men.” 

			“Do you even know how big the can of worms is that you’re going to be opening if the SPD finds out you’re investigating them?” he presses. 

			“They won’t,” I insist. “We’ll be subtle and unobtrusive. There is no way the SPD will find out we’re looking into their guys. I swear it.” 

			“This case is starting to get some national run, Blake. It’s not going to be long before the press is all over this story,” he says. “Things will be a lot more difficult to hide.”

			I run a hand through my hair and look off for a moment as I think about how to reply. I’ve seen a couple of stories popping up online and know the story is starting to gather a little bit of steam. He’s not wrong that it’s going to be more difficult to hide what we’re doing once the media gets its teeth into the story. Which is my in. 

			“You’re right, Chief. There will be a lot of scrutiny as we get more eyes on this story—on us,” I say. “Which is all the more reason to let me do all my digging now, while we’re still operating in a little bit of anonymity.” 

			Ayad looks at me for a long moment with the corners of his mouth twitching upward. Then he chuckles softly to himself. 

			“You do have an answer for everything,” he says. 

			“Sir, I don’t mean to sound as if I’m looking for justification—” 

			“No, it’s not that,” he interrupts. “I’m just learning that while you do have answers for most everything, most of the time, you’re usually right.”

			A small smile stretches my lips at what I perceive to be a compliment. I’m relatively certain he meant it as one. But hey, even if he didn’t, I’m going to take the compliment because really, who doesn’t enjoy hearing that they’re right?

			“If it will make it easier for you to say yes, I have a good relationship with Deputy Chief TJ Lee,” I tell him. “I can loop him in on it so that we’re transparent with the SPD.” 

			“I’ve found that transparency is always for the best,” he says. 

			I may have overstated my relationship with Lee, but it’s for the greater good, so I think I can be forgiven for a little white lie. I will loop Lee in… eventually. But Ayad doesn’t need to know that right now. I’m finding that managing the flow of information—as well as expectations—is becoming an important part of my job. And I can’t say I’m super thrilled with that. But it is what it is. I’ll do just about whatever I have to do to close a case.  

			“All right, Blake. You’ve got my sign-off on digging into these two probation officers and the priest,” he finally relents. “But I want to be kept apprised of everything you find, and I want you to tell this Deputy Chief Lee what you’re doing. I don’t want anybody to be surprised, and we can’t afford even more friction with the SPD. Am I clear?” 

			I nod. “Crystal clear, sir. Thank you.”

			I get to my feet, and as I start for the door, my eyes are drawn back to his bookcase. Just like in Father Harding’s office, something tickled the back of my mind. I saw something that at that moment didn’t register, but my subconscious worked the problem in the dark recesses of my mind. It’s only as I’m leaving that it shouts a warning that there is something there for me to see. Something I need to see. 

			I step over to his bookcase and point to a picture of him on a mountain with a couple of his friends. They’re dressed in winter gear, and his cheeks are flushed, but he is smiling wide. 

			“Mountain climber, huh?” I ask.

			He sits up and subtly puffs his chest out, proud of his physical accomplishments. Just like everybody else, he likes to talk about his exploits. If I keep him talking for a couple of minutes, it might give my brain the time it needs to point out what it wants me to see. 

			“I get out when I can,” he says. “It’s a good stress reliever.”

			“Where’s this one? K2?” I ask. 

			He chuckles. “No. I’ve never climbed a peak as intimidating as that before. But I sure would like to,” he says. “That one was taken at Mt. Hood.”

			I knew it wasn’t K2. I’ve seen pictures of it, and it bears almost zero resemblance to Mt. Hood down in Oregon. But it gets him talking, which is what I want. As he goes on about some of the peaks he has summitted before, I quickly scan all the silver-framed pictures on the shelf in front of me, not sure what it is I’m supposed to be seeing. That feeling that there’s something here, though, is like pressure on my chest… and it’s getting heavier by the moment. I know I’m running out of time and need to see…

			My thoughts taper off when my eyes land on a picture of Ayad at the head of some hiking trail. It’s not him my vision is drawn to though. It’s the woman standing next to him. She’s dressed in a dark blue North Face parka and black pants, and her long, golden locks spill out from beneath a bright yellow beanie, her cornflower blue eyes sparkling. Ayad is standing next to her in the photo, his arm around her shoulders, and they’re both wearing million-dollar smiles on their faces. 

			And that’s when the light clicks on, and I recognize who I’m looking at.

			It’s Selene Hedlund—the daughter of Kathryn Hedlund. 

			I turn and look at Ayad again, and he cocks his head, a strange expression on his face.

			“Are you all right?” he asks. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” 

			“Yeah. Sorry,” I say, giving my head a little shake. “I suddenly just got a little queasy is all. No big deal.” 

			“Right. Okay, well, like I said. Keep me in the loop,” he says.

			“I will. Thank you, sir.” 

			I fumble with the doorknob for a moment before finally getting hold of it. I manage to get the door open and walk out, quickly shutting the door behind me. I head down the corridor and back to the shop as fast as I can, wanting to put as much distance between me and Ayad as humanly possible. 

			Ayad being caught up in all this is not what I expected. But given how close he seemed to appear with Selene, I’ve got to think he’s tight with Hedlund too. This is a plot twist I did not see coming.
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			The Emerald Lounge; Downtown Seattle

			“I got your 9-1-1 text,” Astra says as she slips into the booth. “You okay?”

			“I’m not sure right now.” 

			Sylvie, our usual waitress, comes over, and I raise the glass I just drained—the universal signal for, “give me another.” Sylvie gives me a smile then turns to Astra.

			“What’ll it be, hon?” she asks. 

			“I’ll have what she’s having,” Astra answers.

			“Two old fashioneds coming right up,” she says, then turns and walks away. 

			I close my eyes and savor the warmth that’s started in my belly and is now working its way through the rest of my limbs. The soft jazz piano of Thelonious Monk washes over me, soothing me every bit as much as the booze in my drink. I’m just so keyed up that it’s taking a little longer than normal right now. Jazz music has always been a refuge for me. No matter how noisy it is in my head, usually all I need to do is put on some jazz and let the music drown it all out.

			It’s one of the reasons I was so pleased when we found this place. Jazz lounges seem to be a dying species these days, but the Emerald Lounge is an oasis in the middle of a desert. Done in red brick and light, well-polished oak, there are framed posters from old jazz festivals on the walls and pictures of some jazz music legends. The Emerald is dimly lit and has a prohibition-era speakeasy vibe about it that is entirely charming. 

			“Thanks, Sylvie,” I say as she sets our drinks down in front of us.

			Astra raises her glass. “Thanks, Sylvie.”

			“You got it,” she says.

			“Hey, you might as well get another round started,” I add. 

			“Will do,” she nods, then walks away. 

			I take a swallow of my drink and let the taste of the whiskey and bitters wash through me. Astra is cupping her glass in both hands, less interested in drinking tonight than she is in hearing why I called her here. 

			“So?” she asks. “What’s going on, Blake?” 

			“Ayad,” I say. 

			“What about him?” 

			“He’s tied in with Hedlund.” 

			Astra stares at me with wide eyes for a moment then takes a quick drink, swallowing down half of her old fashioned. 

			“And why do you think that?” she asks. 

			“When I went in to talk to him earlier, I was looking at his pictures, and I saw one of him and Selene Hedlund—as in, Kathryn’s daughter,” I tell her. “And they were looking really cozy.”

			Astra purses her lips and takes a couple of beats to absorb what I said. She’s skeptical. That much I can see. And given how crazy this whole thing is, I don’t blame her. Honestly, I’m not sure what to make of it all myself. 

			“Okay, it’s a coincidence, to be sure,” she admits. “But him having a relationship with Selene doesn’t necessarily mean he’s involved with Hedlund or the Thirteen. I mean, if I remember right, Selene didn’t have much of a relationship with her mother either.” 

			“Not at the end, no. Once she went to live at Haven, she cut ties with her mother,” I tell her. “But this photo looks like it predates that. She looks a lot younger. So does Ayad.”

			“If Ayad were part of the Thirteen, do you think he’d be so sloppy as to have a picture that could connect him to Hedlund?” she points out. 

			“Maybe he didn’t think about it. That case predates his time in this field office, remember?” I remind her. “Also, your question assumes that he’d know we suspect Hedlund of being one of them. And he’d have no reason to assume that. He and I have never spoken about Hedlund or the Thirteen at all. So, as far as I know, you’re the only one who knows I believe Hedlund is part of it.” 

			“Jesus,” Astra groans. “This is getting deeper and deeper.” 

			I nod. “Yeah, and she called again earlier.” 

			“Let me guess, you sent her to voicemail.”

			I nod. “Of course, I did.” 

			Sylvie arrives to refresh our drinks and then looks at me. “Get another round in the chamber?” 

			“How many is that for her?” Astra asks.

			“That one in her hand is her third,” Sylvie says. “You’ve got some catching up to do.” 

			Astra laughs. “Yeah, it’s not that kind of night.”

			I look at Sylvie. “Load up another round, please.”

			“You got it,” she says and heads off to tend to her other tables. 

			“You do realize getting drunk isn’t going to help you figure this out,” Astra says. 

			“I’m so hopelessly lost, I’m of the opinion that being drunk isn’t going to hurt either.” 

			We both sit back and sip our drinks as Ella Fitzgerald’s sultry voice plays, singing about Miss Otis’s regrets. I listen to her for a few moments, singing along under my breath, and am reminded of the way Father Harding had prayed under his breath the same way. I suppose if I had a religion, it would be jazz music, since I often find solace and comfort in it the same way people find those things in the idea of a higher power. 

			“So, what are you going to do?” she asks. “And how can I help?” 

			I shake my head. “I don’t know how to answer either question right now.” 

			“Well, with all this activity, it seems like Stone was right when he said the wheels are in motion and something big is going to happen.”

			“Yeah, that tracks.”

			“The question is, which side of the fence are you coming down on? Stone’s or Hedlund’s?” 

			“I’m not sure they’re not one and the same,” I say. “What’s tripping me up, though, is that Ayad has links to Hedlund. It’s a turn in the road I didn’t expect.” 

			“Didn’t you tell me Stone passionately denied that Hedlund was part of it?” 

			“I wouldn’t have expected him to confirm my suspicion,” I say. “Especially if he’s part of it with her.” 

			“That’s fair,” Astra says. “Wow, this is one complicated mess.” 

			“Yeah, tell me about it. I don’t know up from down right now, and it has me on edge. I don’t know who I can trust and who I can’t,” I say. “And if Stone wasn’t lying and the Thirteen is coming for me and Kit, I have no idea how to stop it. I have no idea how to protect my sister because I don’t know which direction the attack is coming from.” 

			“Babe, I don’t know how to counsel you because I’m as confused as you are.”

			“I’m scared, Astra,” I grudgingly admit. “Not for myself. I don’t care what happens to me. But I’m scared for Kit.” 

			“I think with April watching over her, Kit’s in good hands.” 

			“As capable as she is, April got lucky last time,” I tell her. “She was able to get the drop on those operatives because she wasn’t in the apartment when they broke in. But I doubt they’ll make that same mistake again. They’ll be accounting for her, and she’s very well trained, but superior numbers will win every day of the week.” 

			Astra frowns and takes another drink, and silence falls over the table. Ella Fitzgerald gives way to Billie Holliday and then Louis Armstrong, all the while both Astra and I are sitting there saying nothing, the weight of the situation pressing down on us. 

			“What if you both took off,” Astra offers suddenly. “What if you both left the country and went into hiding until we can get this whole thing sorted out?” 

			“The thought’s crossed my mind. Believe me, it has. But my fear is they’d track us down anyway. At least here, I’d have some control over the situation.” 

			“She and April have done a good job of being invisible all this time.”

			“It’s an idea I’ll keep in my back pocket. If things look like they’re pointing south, and I don’t see a way out of it, I may have to play that card. But I don’t want to leave my home and my career. My family. And I sure as hell don’t want to have to leave you.”

			“I’d hate it too. But I’d rather have you out there somewhere alive and with the possibility of being able to come back at some point rather than having to come visit you in the cemetery, Blake.” 

			I reach across the table and take her hand, then give it a gentle squeeze. “It’s a viable option and one I’ll have to consider. But it’s my emergency plan only,” I say. “I’m only going to play that card if we’re boxed in and have no options.” 

			“I get that. That’s fair,” she says. “But we’re going to need to come up with a plan then.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m just spinning out so hard right now I can’t think straight.” 

			“Then don’t think. What does your gut say?” she presses. “Listen to your gut. You’re the one who always tells me it never steers you wrong.”

			I sip my drink and think about her words. She’s right. I always listen to my gut—and it very rarely leads me astray. I’ve relied on it to get me out of some tough spots in life. I’ve relied on it to crack more cases than I can count. So, why am I ignoring it now? 

			“What is your gut telling you, Blake?” Astra asks. “Who is it telling you to trust? Because I hate to say it, but if you’re going to come through this, you’re going to have to trust somebody. Stone or Hedlund. Or maybe even Ayad. One of them is going to help you get to the other side of this. The question is, which one?” 

			I close my eyes and feel the warmth of my drinks floating around my body. It helps cut through some of the noise and lets my mind roam a little freer. She’s right that I’m going to need somebody to help me navigate these turbulent waters. If Kit and I are going to get to the other side of this and ever have a shot at living a normal life, I need to trust somebody.

			Stone. Hedlund. Ayad. Somebody will help me get clear of this. And somebody will lead me and Kit to an early grave. The question I’m staring in the face and failing to answer, though, is who is who in that scenario? 

			I’ve never played Russian Roulette before, but I imagine it has to feel a lot like this. 
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			Nakamura Sculpture Garden, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“I’m not sure if it’s brave or insane that you asked to meet here. I mean, our last experience here didn’t exactly go over all that well,” he says. 

			I keep my gun trained on him as he comes down the walk to where I’m standing. I’ve got partial cover behind the base of one of the massive sculptures that fill the garden. Unlike the last time I was here, there isn’t any cloud cover above, so the gardens all around me are bathed in the silvery glow of the moon. 

			“Hold right there,” I order.

			Stone stops where he is, roughly fifteen feet in front of me. Using just the tips of his fingers and moving exceedingly slowly, he opens the front of his jacket wide, letting me see that he’s unarmed. He then removes his topcoat and suit jacket altogether, letting them fall to the ground in a heap. Stone untucks his shirt and raises it a bit to show me that the waistline of his pants is empty. And lastly, he raises his left leg first, pulling up the cuff, then does the same with his right leg, showing me that he’s not wearing an ankle holster either. 

			“You said to come unarmed,” he says. 

			“I did. Thank you for following orders,” I reply. 

			“This is one of the only times I will follow your orders, Agent Wilder. But it is for a good reason,” he replies. “May I gather my clothes now?”

			“Go ahead,” I say.

			Still moving slowly, he picks up his jacket and puts it on, then does the same with his topcoat. All the while, my eyes are roaming the sculpture garden, looking for the slightest hint of movement out there in the darkness. I don’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean there’s nothing to be seen, either. I key my comm open and speak into the small microphone that’s pinned to the cuff of my shirt. 

			“Anything?” I ask. 

			The earbud crackles and pops and is followed by a soft hiss. But then there’s a click as the line is engaged.

			“All clear out here, Blake,” Pax replies. “I’m not seeing anything out there unless they’ve got zero body heat. He came alone.” 

			Stone looks at me with a faint grin touching his lips. “Once upon a time, I might have been upset by the lack of trust. My word is my bond, after all, Agent Wilder.” 

			“When the stakes are as high as they are, I trust nobody,” I tell him. “I mean no offense, but I learned a long time ago to trust, but verify.”

			“That’s probably sound advice,” he says with a nod. “But do you trust whomever you have out there watching us with what we have to discuss?” 

			“I trust them with my life,” I say. “And they know everything already. We’ve been dealing with the Thirteen since well before you ever arrived in Seattle, so I read them in as an insurance policy. Anything happens to me, the story goes public.” 

			“That’s prudent. I respect that,” he says. “But just for the sake of argument, let’s pretend I am a Thirteen operative. What would stop me from killing you and then killing Agent Russo to prevent the story from getting out? I don’t think you properly thought—”

			“Who said it’s Agent Russo?”

			“She’s your partner. Your best friend.”

			“Exactly the reason I would never put her into the middle of this,” I say. “Astra knows everything, of course, but she’s not my fail-safe. She’s not my dead man’s trigger. I gave that responsibility to somebody else. Somebody you don’t know.” 

			An amused smile touches his lips again and he nods. “Again, very prudent planning. My respect for you continues to grow, Agent Wilder.”

			“So, let’s talk,” I say. 

			“May I sit?” 

			“Please.” 

			I motion him over to a pair of benches facing each other with a chess board between them. Stone takes a seat, and I holster my weapon then sit across from him. I feel better knowing that Pax is out there keeping watch. If Stone is planning something, Pax will take the shot and put an end to it before it begins. 

			“So,” he says. “What is on your mind, Agent Wilder?” 

			“Trust is on my mind.” 

			“I have a feeling you’re a woman who doesn’t trust easily.”

			“I don’t,” I reply. “But once you earn my trust, you’ll never find a more loyal person.” 

			“I have no doubt.”

			“I want to trust you,” I go on. “I came up through the Bureau ranks trying to model my career after yours—with my own spin, of course. But you are the sort of agent I’ve always wanted to be. Fearless, determined, willing to rock the boat when necessary, and never accepting the status quo. I’ve respected you as long as I’ve been in the Bureau.” 

			“That’s very flattering, Agent Wilder. I—I’m not sure what to say to that.”

			“You don’t have to say anything. I only tell you that so you know that I have wanted to trust you from the start.” 

			“And what’s changed that’s made you question your faith in me?” 

			He pauses for a moment, then a wry grin stretches his lips. “Kathryn. My friendship with her has made you question everything about me.” 

			“I would be lying if I said it didn’t,” I tell him honestly. “I’m firmly convinced she’s part of the Thirteen.” 

			“And what has given you this conviction and certainty, Blake?” 

			“She has tried to undermine me since she met me, ADIC Stone. She lied to a Congressional oversight panel about the events out at Haven, making me out to be the bad guy when it was her doing.” 

			“And as I recall, she paid a heavy price for that.”

			“Did she though?” I ask. “She went from the House to the Senate and has never been more respected in Congress than she is right now.” 

			“I don’t think she’s near as widely respected as you believe. She has more than a few enemies wandering the halls of Congress.” 

			“And yet, she continues accruing wealth, power, and influence. She’s in with the right people it seems, and because of that, she’s in a prime position to do the bidding of the Thirteen. She is just the sort of person they would recruit.” 

			“They’ve tried. On several occasions,” he tells me. “But every time, she has rebuffed their attempts. She’s an ambitious woman, Blake. Make no mistake about that. But ambition doesn’t make a person bad. If it did, I would assume you were just as bad.” 

			I open my mouth to reply but bite it back. I hate to admit it, but he’s not entirely wrong. I’m ambitious, but I like to think I’m still a good person. Ambition doesn’t make a person bad; it’s what they’re willing to do to achieve their goals that does. And my experience with Hedlund tells me she’s willing to stab anybody in the back and then step on their still-warm body to get what she wants. I’ve felt that firsthand. 

			“I know you believe the worst about her, but I’m telling you it’s just not true,” he insists. 

			“Because you know her?” 

			“Because I’ve known her for almost forty years now.”

			“That’s not good enough. I’m sorry, it just isn’t.” 

			He frowns and pauses for a moment, then looks up at me. “Do you believe that I’m an honest man? What I mean is, do you think I’m a liar?” 

			“I don’t,” I say. 

			“Then believe me when I say I know for a fact that Kathryn Hedlund is not a member of the Thirteen. She’s helped me track and thwart them. She’s given me valuable information to fight them—all behind the scenes, of course. She can’t afford to have her name out there in that fashion. She can’t afford to have the Thirteen target her, because I promise you, they would do something even worse than killing her,” he says. 

			“What’s worse than killing her?”

			“Destroying her reputation. Discrediting her,” he says. “They would tear down everything she built and tarnish her legacy beyond the point of redemption. They’re ruthless. But you already know that.”

			“I do.”

			“She’s my friend, Blake. One of my oldest and dearest,” he says earnestly. “And I’ll do everything I can to protect her.”

			I’m studying him closely as he speaks, looking for any trace of deception or hint of impropriety. But I don’t see it. His eye contact is solid and unwavering, and I don’t see or hear anything but what sounds like sincerity to me. I want to trust him. So, maybe I can start with baby steps and see if that trust proves well-founded or folly. 

			“All right,” I say. “I know that you don’t think Hedlund is one of them. But I believe she is, and I’ll continue working to prove that. If you don’t like that, I’m sorry. But my duty and ultimate loyalty are to the truth.”

			His gaze lingers on mine, and I can see the wheels spinning in his mind. I’m sure he’s about to argue with me, but he surprises me when he simply nods.

			“I can respect that, Agent Wilder,” he says. “I believe it is going to prove a waste of time, but I can respect you trying to search out the truth for yourself.” 

			“I’m glad to hear you say that, ADIC Stone,” I say, “because I’ve found a connection between Hedlund and Section Chief Ayad.”

			His eyes widen slightly, and he can’t quite contain the look of surprise this time. But he manages to reel it in and chuckles softly.

			“Ayad?”

			I nod. “I found a link between him and the Senator.”

			He holds his hand up. “Again, I respect your pursuit of the truth,” he says. “What about your sister? Is she all right?” 

			“She will be. She’s still recovering, but she should be back on her feet soon,” I tell him. “There are blank spots in her memory, but her doctor thinks that might be a temporary situation and that her memories will return in full soon enough.” 

			“Good. That’s good,” he nods. “Where do you have her stashed?”

			“I don’t,” I reply. “After her safe house was hit, she was moved somewhere secure, and I wasn’t given the location.”

			“That’s probably wise. I’m just glad to know she got out of that safe house alive and is recovering,” he says. 

			“As am I.”

			“You’ve spoken with her though?”

			I nod. “Briefly. But yes.”

			“Did she tell you anything? Did she recognize who shot her?” 

			“Let me just ask you a question,” I say. “How did you know she was shot?” 

			“As I told you, I’m well connected, Blake. My source inside the Thirteen told me they attempted to put her down—twice—and failed both times.” 

			“I still don’t understand why your source can’t give you the names of the leaders.”

			“It’s all about safety. I can’t ask my source to press for more than would normally come their way,” he says. “If they start poking around too aggressively, that’s going to draw attention. And I won’t compromise my source just for a faster resolution to this.”

			His voice is a bit heated, so I back down and put my hands up in surrender.

			“I understand,” I say. 

			“Is there anything else?” he asks.

			“Yes, there’s something else. When my sister first began to come out of her coma, she said your name,” I tell him, watching his reaction closely. “But that was it. No context at all. Just, ‘Stone.’ Do you know why she would drop your name?” 

			He lets out a long breath and runs his hand through his hair. I can see him wrestling with something in his head. But then he gives himself a small nod as if he’s come to a decision. 

			“Your sister and I had been in contact before she was shot. Briefly, but we had a couple of conversations,” he says. “We were making plans to meet, but…”

			His voice trails off, and although some small part of me expected to hear something like that, it still feels like I got kicked in the gut. But I pull myself together quickly as the questions start firing through my mind.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” I ask. 

			“Because she asked me not to,” he tells me. “She said until she and I could come to some sort of mutual understanding and protection from prosecution in exchange for material support, she didn’t want to get your hopes up.” 

			It’s plausible. I can see Kit doing that. That he was going to give her immunity in exchange for information, though, is a new piece of the puzzle. It’s smart. She’s a treasure trove of intel, and they could spend years mining it. Between what Kit knows and what his source is uncovering, Stone could annihilate the Thirteen once and for all. At least, he could if Kit still had her memories.

			As soon as the thought passes through my mind, though, another thought rushes in to take its place. My sister is careful. Methodical. And she never does anything without a contingency plan and an escape route. 

			“She gave me a key,” I say.

			“Come again?” 

			“Kit. She gave me a key.” 

			“A key for what?” 

			“I didn’t know at first, but having given it some thought, I’m pretty sure it’s going to unlock something that’s going to have all the information she’s got in her head,” I say. “In case something ever happened to her, I’m sure she’d want me to have what I needed to take down the Thirteen for good. That was her contingency plan.” 

			Stone’s face lights up with an expression of determination and a flickering sense of hope.

			“Where is this key?” he asks. 

			“It’s safe. I’m having it analyzed and identified because I don’t know what it’s to—a safe deposit box, a bus terminal locker, or maybe an apartment. I don’t know. And she was shot and fell into a coma before she could tell me.” 

			“This is good news, Agent Wilder. Why not use the Bureau labs to identify it?” he asks. “They’ll be able to—”

			“I’m going to hang onto it, if it’s all the same to you,” I cut him off.

			“I thought we were trusting each other.”

			“I trust you enough to tell you all I’ve told you tonight,” I counter. “But there are some things I’d like to keep in my own control. For now.” 

			He gives me a wry grin. “Trust but verify.”

			I nod. “Exactly that.” 

			“All right. I can respect that.”

			“I hope so, ADIC Stone. I hope so.” 
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			Office of SSA Wilder, Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen; Seattle Field Office

			“So, what do you think?” she asks.

			I shake my head. “I met with him last night and, honestly, I’m still not sure what to think. But I made my decision, and we’ll see what happens. Let the chips fall where they may,” I reply. 

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Astra says, her voice tight. “You met with him alone? Blake, what in the hell were you thinking?” 

			“I didn’t meet with him alone. I had Pax for backup,” I tell her. “He cleared the scene and kept his crosshairs on Stone the entire time.”

			Astra bristles and sits back in her chair. “Why did you not ask me to watch your back?”

			“Because I want to keep you clean,” I say honestly. “If I was wrong about him, and it all went sideways, I didn’t want him coming after you. So, I made sure he knew you aren’t involved.”

			“And you think he believes you?”

			“I do. I made a pretty compelling case,” I tell her. “That said, keep your head on a swivel just in case.” 

			She laughs softly. “Comforting.”

			“I wouldn’t worry too much. I honestly think I kept the target off your back.” 

			“Good to know. So, what did you tell him?”

			I rake my fingers through my hair, feeling a wave of exhaustion crashing down over me. It was a largely sleepless night since I kept waking up at the slightest sound, expecting to see a platoon of black-clad, balaclava-wearing thugs come storming in, guns blazing. But that’s the price I’m paying for my hypervigilance.

			“I told him enough to let him know I trust him and that I’m willing to play ball with him,” I say. “But I avoided giving him any specifics. He knows Kit’s alive but hidden, and knows I have the key April gave me. I told him it’s likely Kit’s contingency plan.”

			“Her contingency plan?”

			I nod. “I told him it’s probably all the information she’s collected over the years to guarantee we can bring down the Thirteen once and for all.” 

			Astra nods. “Makes sense. And how did he react? He give you any reason to think he’s playing you or that you can’t trust him?” 

			I shake my head. “None. Aside from his stubborn loyalty to Hedlund, he seems to be on the up and up.”

			“What is that about?” 

			“He says they’ve been friends for decades and he can unequivocally say she’s not one of the Thirteen,” I say, then tell her everything Stone told me about the Senator. 

			“And do you believe him?” 

			“I do for the most part,” I reply. “I think. Everything he said is entirely plausible. That said, I know he’s got his own angle and agenda. Thankfully, I don’t think it includes murdering me.”

			“That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement,” she mutters.

			“It’s the best I can do at the moment.” 

			“That’s understandable,” Astra says. 

			“Right now, I’m just going to tell him enough so he keeps feeding me information. But I’ll avoid giving him specifics. I think he’ll reveal his true motivations and whether I can trust him or not soon enough.”

			“This is a dangerous game you’re playing, Blake.”

			“It’s not my game. I’m just playing the cards I was dealt.” 

			Mo raps on my door, then opens it and leans in. “Hey, we’ve got some things to present,” she says. “You two at a stopping point?”

			“Yeah, we’re good,” I reply. I turn to Astra and say, “Let’s go to work.” 

			We both get up and follow Mo out into the bullpen. She and Astra take their seats at their workstations as I walk to the front of the room and step up on the small platform. I glance at the profile on the luchador we’ve been putting together on the whiteboard. It’s incomplete, and I still have no idea how he fits into the theory I’ve been working on. I just know he does. I can feel it. It feels like all we have right now are disparate parts, but I know they all fit together somehow. It’s just a matter of finding a few more pieces that will pull them all into one cohesive picture. 

			“Okay, so, what do we have?” I ask. 

			“We’ve been digging into Soto and Hirshberg,” Mo starts. “Turns out, they were both SPD patrol cops.”

			“Yeah, we knew that,” Astra nods. 

			“But did you know that in Soto’s six years, he racked up eight complaints of excessive force? And in Hirshberg’s eight years in blue, he amassed ten complaints?” Mo asks.

			“Gee, that’s too bad. One more and Hirshberg would have gotten himself a free set of steak knives,” Rick quips. 

			“That’s not surprising,” I say. “Cops collect excessive force complaints like trading cards. Doesn’t mean they’re all true. Some are filed by people with an ax to grind against the cops and are without merit. Usually, after an internal review, a pretty high percentage of these complaints get tossed. You know that.” 

			“I do know that. But their complaints weren’t among those that got tossed. Internal affairs determined there was sufficient evidence against them,” she goes on. “The complaints stuck, and they both received reprimands and administrative punishment. Both have multiple suspensions on their records.” 

			“How in the world did they remain on the force at all?” Astra asks. 

			“God only knows,” Mo says. 

			“That’s not the best part though,” Lucas chimes in. “Ask who it was they assaulted to get rung up on complaints in the first place.”

			“All right, I’ll bite. Who did they assault?” I ask. 

			“Pedophiles,” he says. “The complaints that stuck in their jackets were for excessive force used against known pedophiles.” 

			That is interesting. Very interesting. It also helps lay the foundation of this theory I’m resting this entire case on. There is still a lot of construction that needs to be done to ensure my theory doesn’t blow away with the first strong wind, but it feels like we’re getting some of the crucial pieces in place. This is one of those times I need to avoid getting ahead of myself though. This case is too important to screw up because I took my eyes off the ball. 

			“Okay, so neither of them liked pedophiles,” I note. “It’s compelling, but it’s not evidence. We need something we can hang our hat on.” 

			“There’s something even better,” Mo says. 

			“Yeah? What is it?” 

			“Jack Phillips, the man who molested and murdered Father Harding’s brother? He turned up dead. And get this, he was beaten to death with a blunt object. Sound familiar?”

			“Could it be a baseball bat?” Astra asks.

			“It’s possible. The exact weapon used was not determined,” she replies. “And the kicker is that his killer was never found.” 

			“Oh, that’s good. That’s very interesting,” I say.

			“But still anecdotal and not proof,” Astra reminds me. “Don’t get ahead of yourself here.” 

			“You’re right,” I acknowledge. “So? Do we have anything in the way of actual proof?”

			“These guys are all clean,” Lucas says. “No criminal records at all.”

			“I would hope not. They were cops,” I say.

			“Not very good ones,” Astra grumbles. 

			I pace back and forth, my mind spinning as the pieces of the puzzle begin shifting around the table. It’s slow, but they’re beginning to line up, and I’m starting to see the picture. 

			“Both Soto and Hirshberg quote-unquote retired,” Lucas says. “I did a little more digging, and it sounds like they were asked to resign.” 

			“I would hope so,” Astra says. “They sound like loose cannons.” 

			“That’s how they ended up as probation officers,” Lucas states. “The scuttlebutt I’ve picked up on is that it was the deal they made—their resignations for jobs in probation services.”

			“Why in the hell would anybody voluntarily work that beat?” Mo asks. “Probation services, from what I understand, is an absolute nightmare.”

			“Maybe it’s for access,” I posit. “Maybe they took jobs as probation officers strictly to keep their fingers in the pie.”

			“What do you mean?” Lucas asks. 

			“If their motivation is to punish and murder pedophiles, they’re not going to be able to do it as well or efficiently as retired civilians,” I explain. “But in probation services, they still have a badge of sorts. They still have power. And most of all, they still have access. They’ll know of every pedophile out there and can use their office to commit murder.”

			“All we need to do is prove it,” Astra says.

			“But wait, there’s more. I haven’t told you the best part yet,” Rick adds in his best infomercial pitchman’s voice. “I did more digital spelunking—”

			“Don’t ever use that phrase again,” Astra groans. “It conjures all sorts of terrible images.” 

			“Only to deviants like you, Russo,” Rick fires back with a laugh. “Anyway, four of the five victims had either Soto or Hirshberg as a PO—Becerra is the only exception here.…”

			“Right, we knew that,” I say. “He was released a long time ago.”

			“But did we know that of those four, none of them were originally assigned to either Hirshberg or Soto?” he asks. “When they were released, they originally had other POs, and it was either Hirshberg or Soto who put in the request to have them transferred to them.” 

			“I assume in all your spelunking—”

			Astra groans, which makes me laugh. But I turn back to Rick, knowing we’re on the right path and feeling the momentum gaining a lot of speed now. 

			“I assume you found the paperwork for the transfers?” I ask.

			“I did indeed.” 

			“Excellent,” I say. “It’s still circumstantial. We still need the linchpin that’s going to seal this case, but I can feel it. We’re getting close, guys. Fantastic work so far. Great stuff. Now, let’s finish this out. We need hard proof to give to the US Attorneys, so let’s get it.”

			As everybody gets back to work, there’s that energized feeling in the air that’s always there as we close in on the end of a case. It’s a frenetic and excited buzz that still gives me goosebumps even after all these years. It’s how I know this is what I was born to do. I’ve been doing it a long while now, but catching bad guys still gives me a rush unlike anything else I’ve ever felt in all my time in this world. 

			My phone buzzes with an incoming text message and I clench my jaw, expecting to see Hedlund’s number pop up yet again. But when I call up my texts and see who the message is from, I smile and feel that buzzing energy growing even more frantic and electric inside of me. 

			I glance at Astra. “Let’s take a ride.” 

			“Where are we headed?” 

			“To hopefully get the linchpin we need that will bring an end to all of this.” 
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			McDonald Office Plaza, University District; Seattle, WA

			Set between three tall office buildings, the McDonald Plaza is constantly filled with people. And parked at the curb that runs along the street in front of the buildings is an army of food trucks. There have to be twenty of them, all with different and even exotic cuisines that saturate the air with a plethora of aromas. The trucks appear near lunch hour every day to take advantage of the sea of hungry people that flow through the plaza. 

			Astra and I grab some lunch from one of the assembled food trucks called “The Panini Genie.” It’s a bright pink truck with light blue polka dots, and their logo, which is obviously a rip-off of the genie character made famous by Robin Williams, is holding a panini press that’s got magical dust all around it. It’s hokey, but I’ve had their food before, and it’s pretty good.

			We carry our sandwiches over to a table that just opened up and take a seat. I immediately pull a wet wipe out of my bag and do my best to disinfect the table. Only then do I sit and put my food down. Astra just laughs. 

			“I’d rather have you laugh at me than catch some communicable disease,” I say.

			“I never knew you to be a germaphobe.”

			“I’m sanitary and hygienic. There’s a difference,” I reply. “Those are also two things the people who were sitting here before us were not.” 

			Astra laughs and takes a bite of her panini, then sits back and chews. I follow suit and scan the crowd in the plaza. It’s a nice day out. The sky is blue, and big puffy clouds that look like cotton candy are drifting lazily overheard. It’s warm, but there’s a nice, gentle breeze cooling us down. It makes me wish I could sit out at the park with a book instead of following up on a horrific serial killer. But that’s life, I suppose. 

			“Who are we here to meet?” Astra asks. 

			“Evan Thoms.” 

			“Who?” 

			“Evan Thoms. He’s a senior agent over in the gang unit,” I tell her. “I’ve been on his case about getting us the name of the Batman, so I’m hoping that’s what this is about.” 

			“Well, allow me to fulfill your hopes and dreams then.”

			I look up to see Evan standing by our table holding a bowl. He sits down with us, and I take a peek at what he’s eating. 

			“Ramen?” I ask approvingly.

			“Ninja Noodle Hut,” he says, jerking a thumb toward the food truck in question. “I swear to God, best ramen in Seattle. And the fried brussels sprouts are out of this world.” 

			“I may have to try that next time. I do love good ramen,” I say.

			“I remember,” he replies with a flirtatious smirk. 

			“Astra, this is Evan Thoms,” I introduce him. “Evan, this is my partner, Astra.” 

			“Nice to meet you,” she says and shakes his hand. 

			“Likewise.” 

			Evan and I go way back and have some history between us. We dated for a hot minute, but things started getting a little too serious for my liking, so when Evan mentioned wanting to get even more serious, I ejected. I was nice about it, but at the time, I was firm about not wanting to be tied down to anybody or anything. Not when my sole focus at that time was nothing more than locking up bad guys and working myself into a position where I could run my team so we could lock up even more. 

			Evan is a good guy. He’s handsome and a few years older than me. He’s tall—6’1” or so—and has a solidly athletic frame. His dark hair was starting to thin up top, so he decided to shave his head completely. As if to compensate for that, though, he grew a thick and prodigious goatee that’s dark and shot through with gray. Evan’s got warm, golden skin, blue eyes so light they’re almost silver, and a jawline that’s hard and square. 

			“How’s Jessica?” I inquire about his wife.

			“She’s great. I’m a lucky guy.”

			“Luckier than you deserve.”

			“Probably so,” he admits with a grin. 

			We all take a few minutes to eat before we get down to business. The crowd around us is beginning to thin as the office drones all head back inside to finish out the workday. I ball up the paper my sandwich came in and drop it into the little red and white checked paper tray. Full and content, I sit back in my seat and wait for Astra and Evan to finish their meals. 

			“So, rumor is, you’re working a nasty one,” Evan says. 

			I nod. “For once, the rumors are true.” 

			“And you think the Batman is playing some part in this?” 

			“I know he is,” I say. 

			“Lay it out for me.” 

			So I do. I tell him about the case, about the live streams, and the symbol we found at each of the crime scenes. Evan listens to it all, nodding along as he takes it in. And when I’m done, he whistles low.

			“That sounds brutal,” he mutters.

			“It’s off-the-charts brutal,” Astra concurs.

			“But are you sure the Batman is your luchador?” he presses. “The symbol might just be a coincidence. You know these guys. They’ll tag anything and everything just for kicks.” 

			“The paint was still wet at one of the last crime scenes,” I tell him. “If he isn’t involved, then he must have been there when it happened, because that tag was fresh, Evan.”

			He frowns and seems to be thinking about everything I said, and I’m reminded that this is one of the reasons I knew early on that Evan and I weren’t going to work out. He’s a nice guy, don’t get me wrong. But he questions my every move and my every thought. He was never really able to accept that I am a competent and talented investigator. I never thought it was a conscious thing. I don’t think he intentionally tried to tear me down every chance he got. It was more of just an unconscious reaction on his part—which actually makes it worse in my book. 

			“Well, I suppose there’s that,” he says. 

			“Do you have his name?” I ask.

			“I’ve got three men who use Batman as their street alias,” he says. 

			“Any of them have a record?” Astra asks.

			He laughs. “They all have records.” 

			“How about for violent offenses?” I ask. 

			“Two of the three,” he says.

			The fact that Evan hasn’t offered up the list and seems to be playing games is curious. He suddenly won’t meet my eyes and is acting squirrelly. Astra and I exchange a glance, and she gives me a small shrug. She’s obviously thinking the same thing. 

			“What’s going on, Evan?” I frown.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You know what I mean,” I say. “Why aren’t you handing over the names?” 

			He rubs his chin and shakes his head. “Listen, I have my hooks into these guys. I use them as confidential informants, and I don’t want to see them get pinched.”

			“To be fair, we’re only going to be pinching one of them,” I point out.

			“Yeah, but if it’s my most productive CI, I’m kind of screwed,” he says. “It’s taken me months to get my hooks into guys embedded this deep.”

			“Evan, we’re talking about a brutal murderer here,” I tell him. 

			“We’re talking about a lot of murderers,” he counters. “We’ve made a boatload of cases on the work of these guys. Paid hits, drive-bys, drug cases—removing even one of them is going to be a problem for me.” 

			“Listen… I understand that, and I’m sympathetic,” I tell him. “But we need those names. We’re building a case against a serial killer and—” 

			“Blake, I get it. I really do. But I was talking to my section chief, and he’s not real thrilled with the idea of me outing three of our most productive CI’s,” he cuts me off. “And why are we going to burn three productive sources for some damn pedophiles? Some people might say that’s karma and that street justice isn’t always a bad thing.”

			I glare at him for a moment, not believing what I’m hearing fall out of his mouth. Astra looks away, but the expression of disgust on her face couldn’t be clearer. I turn back to him, my eyes narrowed, and my jaw clenched.  

			“I’m going to do you a favor and pretend you didn’t say that, Evan,” I growl. “Five people have been murdered. And unless our job description has changed, it’s our responsibility to find the people who did the murdering. Who and what the victims are is irrelevant. We’re tasked to do a job whether we like our victims or not. Somebody is breaking the law by murdering men who have already paid for their crimes.”

			I shake my head and grumble under my breath. This is ridiculous. This petty bickering over turf and territory inside the Bureau is as irritating and counterproductive as it is when it’s Feds versus local PD.

			I understand where Evan is coming from, and I’m not unsympathetic to his plight. It takes a long time to develop a good informant. Especially one that’s already embedded deep into a group or organization that’s being targeted. But for his section chief to hang us out to dry like this, when we’ve got a brutal killer running around the city, is unconscionable. 

			“Evan, this is a problem,” I say. “We need those names.” 

			He sighs, and I can see him debating the point inside his own mind. The fact that he has to debate this at all makes me want to slap him upside the head. He needs to be motivated, and thankfully, I have just the thing.  

			“Listen,” I press. “I’ve got no beef with you, Evan. I know you’re trying to do your job and protect your assets. I get it. But if you don’t give me those names, I’m going to have to have a conversation with ADIC Stone. He very much wants me to use every resource I can dig up to solve my case. So, unless you and your section chief want to be on the wrong end of his temper, give me those names.” 

			Invoking Stone’s name is a cheap shot, but I’m going to do what I have to do to get the information I need. At least I know if it came down to it, Stone would back me on this; and if I needed to get him involved, he would come down hard on them. Not me. It’s having the desired effect, though, as I can see a current of fear running through Evan’s eyes. He’s clearly factoring the potential fallout of Stone dropping the hammer on them into his thinking. 

			“I need you to do everything you can to avoid burning my CI’s, Blake,” he relents. 

			“You have my word. I’ll do everything I can.” 

			“I mean it. I can’t afford to have you going all bull-in-a-China-shop on them.” 

			“You’ve met Blake, right?” Astra says with a grin. “That’s kind of her MO.”

			“That’s what I’m worried about,” he grouses.

			“Listen, before I do anything, I’m going to vet them thoroughly,” I say. “Then, we’re going to find the links between our suspects I know are there. And only then will I move on our guy. I’ll take him quietly, and I can promise you that nobody will know he’s an informant. I give you my word that we will protect their statuses.” 

			“You’d better, Blake. I mean it,” he says. 

			“You have my word.” 

			With a sour look on his face, Evan pulls a slip of paper out of his pocket and hands it over to me. I unfold it and read the three names then hand it over to Astra.

			“All three of these guys went by the name Batman, huh?” she asks.

			“Not the most creative bunch,” he says. 

			“I appreciate this, Evan.”

			“Yeah, well, just remember that you gave me your word. You’ll protect my sources,” he presses. “You burn them, and there’s going to be hell to pay.” 

			I nod. “Fair enough.” 

			He’s right. I really don’t intend to blow up anyone’s spot here. Having informants is vital in this line of work. But I can’t promise anything. I have to follow my case to the end, and if his informants end up on the wrong side of things, that will just be too bad. I can try my hardest to exercise discretion and caution, but Evan and I both know that it’s not that simple. 

			All I can hope for is that one of these three names is our killer. If none of them are, I’m not sure where to go from here.
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			Interrogation Suite Alpha-3; Seattle Field Office 

			“Man, I don’t even know why I’m sittin’ here right now,” he complains. 

			“Diego Cervantes. Twenty-six years old,” I say, reading from the file in my hands. “Born and raised in Seattle, runs with the Bullet Boyz street gang.”

			“I ain’t got no idea what you’re talkin’ about, sweetheart,” he says. 

			I’m standing against the back wall of the interrogation suite while Astra sits across from Diego. He’s five-eight and has an average build. He’s got short, dark hair, dark eyes, and a russet-colored complexion. Surprisingly, he’s got a baby face. His skin appears soft, and he has an almost innocent look to him. It’s disconcerting for him to look like a choir boy knowing the terrible things he’s done. 

			After running through all three names Thoms gave us, Cervantes was the only one who seems good for the murders. He did eighteen months in prison for an assault so vicious that the man he beat is partially paralyzed. Overcrowding and good behavior got him sprung early, but then he was sent to the Crossroads Residential Facility, which was the sort of link we were looking for. 

			The other two names on Thoms’s list had jackets for violent offenses, but neither of them did any serious time. And neither of them had any overt connections we could find to Soto, Hirshberg, or Father Harding. Cervantes was the only one. After identifying that connection, I notified Thoms out of professional courtesy. He wasn’t happy about it, but didn’t argue when I said we’d scooped up Cervantes. And watching him sit there staring at us with a defiant lift to his chin and a smug little smirk on his lips tells me we’ve got our guy.

			Now, we just need to prove it. 

			Lucky for us, he’s currently on probation, so we didn’t have to get a warrant—something I was skeptical about. Though we’ve got a solid circumstantial case, whether we could get a judge to sign off on a warrant was a fifty-fifty shot—at best. Most judges will err on the side of caution and prefer to not have their rulings overturned. So, if the evidence is thin—which ours is—they’ll usually defer to a person’s rights and avoid signing a bad warrant that could tank a case. But since Diego is on probation, we were able to bypass that altogether.

			So, while we’re in here talking to him, I’ve got Mo and Lucas tossing his apartment. I’m hoping to God they find something we can use. He may look like a choir boy, but I can see he’s a guy who’s already been around the block a few times. He knows how to work the system. And I have no doubt he’s loyal to his crew. He’s the type who would rather do time himself than rat out his boys. Without something to use as leverage, we might not be able to crack him. 

			“So, do you know why we brought you in?” I ask. 

			“Because you wanted to spend some time with a real man?” he replies with a grin. 

			“I do. I really do,” Astra says. “Do you know one?”

			His expression darkens and he scowls at her. I subtly cover my mouth with my hand to keep the laughter from bubbling out. Cervantes takes off his hoodie and throws it on the table irritably. Astra is getting him wound up, letting his anger do our work for us. Knowing there’s a chance he might accidentally say something he shouldn’t, I cut a glance at the camera hanging high in the corner and clear my throat. 

			“Mr. Cervantes, I need to remind you that you are entitled to have a lawyer present,” I tell him. “You can refuse to answer our questions until your lawyer arrives. That is your decision.”

			“But I have to be honest,” Astra adds. “It might be best if you just talked to us and got out ahead of this thing. We might be able to work with you.”

			“I don’t need no lawyer,” he growls. “I didn’t do nothin’.” 

			“All right,” I nod. “I just need you to acknowledge for the record that I did read you your rights and that you are waiving them.”

			“Whatever, man.”

			“Mr. Cervantes, I need you to acknowledge that you’ve been properly Mirandized and that you are voluntarily waiving your right to counsel.” 

			“Fine. Whatever. You read me my rights. I don’t want no lawyer.” 

			“Very good,” I say.

			He’s arrogant. He has that cockiness of youth and thinks he’s indestructible. I can see it in the way he’s looking at us. I think he knows we don’t have anything on him, and this amounts to a big fishing expedition. It’s true that we’re relying on him slipping up and saying something he shouldn’t. But thankfully, that’s not the only arrow we’ve got in our quiver.

			“Now, do you know the names, Teddy Gray, Miller Holzberg, Daniel Klass, Raymond Becerra, and Eric Donovan?” I ask.

			“No. Why? Should I?” 

			“We think you do,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah? How would I know these clowns?” 

			“Because you murdered them,” she replies simply.

			The corner of his mouth twitches, and he’s fighting hard to keep himself from smiling. But he can’t hide the smile in his eyes. 

			“I got no idea what you’re talkin’ about, baby,” he says. 

			He’s trying to bait Astra. Trying to distract her from her questions by being intentionally offensive. I don’t doubt that’s just his default setting anyway. But he’s doubling down on it now to get Astra off her line of questioning. I can see through him, but I know I need to tread carefully. Even though he turned down a lawyer, he could still invoke at any time. And if he does that, we’ll have to back off. So, the goal is to avoid alarming and pissing him off. At the same time, it’s to get—and keep—him talking. 

			“Sure, you do,” I say. “These men—they were all pedophiles. They enjoyed touching children. And I know a man like you—a real man, as you said—wouldn’t be down with that, right? You would never tolerate that?” 

			A look of disgust crosses his face. “No man should tolerate that. Any real man should be willin’ to teach sick creeps like that a lesson.”

			“Like beating them,” I say.

			He shrugs. “Yeah, maybe.”

			“And have you ever taught one of these pedophiles a lesson, Diego?” Astra asks. “I mean, you are a real man, right?”

			That cocky grin stretches his lips again, never taking his eyes off Astra. “Why don’t you come over to this side of the table and I’ll show you how much of a real man I am?” 

			Astra laughs softly. “I’m sure it would be the most amazing five seconds of my life.”

			“Shut your mouth,” he snaps. 

			“So, do you still run with the Bullet Boyz, Diego?” I ask. 

			His eyes still burning with anger, he turns to me. “Is that what it says in your little file?” 

			“It does.”

			“Then I guess you got your answer.” 

			I nod. “All right. So, do the Bullet Boyz have some particular vendetta against pedophiles? Or is that just your thing?”

			He shrugs. “As I said, if you ain’t got a problem with pedos, then there’s somethin’ wrong with you.”

			“And do you enjoy punishing them?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m sure I would,” he says. “Hypothetically speakin’.” 

			“Diego, do you know Father Harding?” I inquire.

			“Who?” 

			“Father Harding. He runs the Crossroads transitional house. You were a resident there for a short time,” I say.

			“If you say so.”

			He lowers his eyes as he says it and won’t meet my gaze. It’s a dead giveaway. As he does, I feel an electric surge of triumph shoot through me. This is our connection. I’m absolutely sure of it, and when I glance at Astra, I can see she’s thinking the same thing. All the pieces are falling into place, and I now just need to find a way to physically tie them all together. That means I’m going to need to flip either Diego or Father Harding. One of them is going to crack. The question is who?

			Before I can go at him again, there’s a knock on the door that leads into the observation pod off to the side of the interrogation. It opens as I walk toward it, and I step out, closing it behind me. I look through the two-way mirror and see Astra sitting with Diego. He seems to have gotten a little of his swagger back because he’s proposing all sorts of indecent things they can do until I get back. Astra isn’t phased in the least though. 

			I turn to Lucas, who’d knocked on the door. “Please tell me you found something good.” 

			His smile is wide and wolfish as he holds up the plastic bag in his hand. I stare at it uncomprehendingly for a moment. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Then he hands me a file that I open, and when I see the pictures inside, I swear to God I feel like I’m going to wet myself.

			“It’s not even my birthday,” I say. 

			Lucas laughs. “It must be somebody’s.”

			“You documented chain of custody, right?” I plead. “Please tell me—”

			“Every T crossed, every I dotted,” he nods. “Everything is one hundred percent above board and all proper protocols followed.”

			I clap my hands, barely able to control my excitement, and take the bag from his hands. I turn to the tech who’s sitting at the control panel. 

			“Make sure you get a close-up of his face when I drop this bomb on him,” I tell her. “It’s going to be fun to watch this.” 

			The tech laughs. “You got it.” 

			“Excellent work, Agent Okamura. I owe you and Mo a drink.”

			“We’ll take you up on that.” 

			Taking the things Lucas gave me, I turn and walk back into the interrogation room, making sure the door to the observation pod is closed behind me. Astra gives me a look and shakes her head. She’s rapidly approaching her limit with Diego, who’s still going on and on about all the things he’d like to do to her—half of which are things I’ve never heard of before. Maybe I do need to get out more. 

			“One more time, Diego,” I say. “Did you murder Teddy Gray, Daniel Klaas, Miller Holzberg, Eric Donovan, or Raymond Becerra?” 

			“Are you deaf, lady? How many times I got to tell you I didn’t do nothin’ before you listen, huh?” he sneers. “I didn’t kill nobody.”

			“Uh-huh,” I say.

			Astra looks at me with an arched eyebrow, curious about where I’m going with this. We’ve already played the video of the live streams for him, and he’s already denied doing it. So, I’m just trying to make sure we have him on video denying the murders as clearly and unequivocally as possible. 

			“So, that’s a ‘no’? You didn’t know these men and had nothing to do with their murders,” I say one more time for the record.

			“Jesus. You need to turn up them hearin’ aids or somethin’,” he snaps. “I don’t know those men, and I sure as hell didn’t kill ‘em.” 

			“And you don’t know Father Harding at Crossroads either. Is that right?” 

			“No! Damn, woman! How many times you gonna ask me the same stupid questions?” 

			“Interesting,” I say. 

			I drop the plastic bag Lucas had given me onto the table, and when it hits Astra’s eyes grow wide, and she looks up at me in disbelief. Rarely do we ever get this lucky on a case. Most everything is usually a struggle. I don’t know if it’s a testament to our skill or his stupidity, but Diego Cervantes just sealed his fate. 

			He looks at the black and gold luchador mask in the plastic bag, and his face darkens as the realization that he’d just boxed himself into a corner settles in. And just to drive the point home, I drop the pictures of the bat Mo and Lucas found at his place onto the table as well. The photos very clearly show the bat seen in the video, and it’s got dark brown smears of dried blood along the barrel. 

			Diego swallows hard and seems to pale as he stares at the items on the table in front of him. He shakes his head as if denying what he’s seeing will make it disappear.

			“Y—you can’t do this. You need a warrant to go into my crib,” he stammers. “This like violates my First Amendment right or somethin’.” 

			“It would be your Fourth Amendment right against illegal searches. Not your First Amendment right,” Astra clarifies with a devious grin. “And being so knowledgeable about the law and your civil rights, I’d think you would know that as a felon on probation, we can stop and search you or your crib whenever we please.” 

			“We already have our labs running the blood samples from the mask and the bat,” I add. “And I’m very confident they are going to find DNA profiles from all our victims. What do you think, Diego? Do you want to make a wager?” 

			He folds his arms over his chest and sits back in his chair, his eyes glazing over and an expression of smoldering anger blended with fear on his face. He seems to be lost in thought for a moment, but then gives himself a shake and looks up at me.

			“Lawyer,” he says. “I want a lawyer.” 

			Astra chuckles. “I’d want one, too, if I were you.” 
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			Crossroads Residential Facility, Lower Queen Anne District; Seattle, WA

			“I’ve told you before, if you have any more questions, you can speak to the general counsel of the diocese,” Harding says. “I’ve got nothing more to say to you, agents.” 

			He starts to walk away but I step in front of him, standing between the priest and the front doors of his facility. His sanctuary. The place he thinks will keep him safe from us. 

			“That’s fine, Father. You don’t need to say a word,” I say. “But I need you to listen.” 

			“I don’t want to listen.” 

			He starts to move around me, but Astra steps in his path, preventing him from getting to the facility doors. His face darkens, and he scowls at us.

			“Please move,” he says. “I have work to do.” 

			“Father Harding, you can either talk to us right here and right now. Or we can haul you down to our field office in bracelets,” Astra tells him. 

			Harding blanches, and he trembles with fear as he looks at us. He licks his lips and shifts on his feet. He looks like he’s giving thought to running, but then it seems like common sense takes hold and his shoulders slump. 

			“Is there somewhere we can talk, Father?” I ask. 

			He sighs, looking like a defeated man. “Come to my office.” 

			“Lead the way,” Astra says brightly. 

			We follow him into the facility and down to his office. The residents we pass all greet him cheerily, but if Harding even hears them, he gives no sign of it. He walks with his head down, his shoulders slumped, his feet scuffing on the floor. We walk into his office, and he drops heavily into his chair as Astra and I take the seats in front of his desk. A long moment of silence descends over us as he stares at us, his face drawn and his eyes haunted. 

			Harding leans forward and plants his elbows on the desk, then buries his face in his hands. His body shakes as if he’s crying, but I can hear his voice. He’s speaking so low as to be nearly inaudible, but I can tell he’s praying. Whether it’s for salvation or guidance, I can’t tell. But we give him the time he needs to gather himself. 

			It was a late night at the field office. But we sat with the Assistant US Attorney and Cervantes’s public defender and worked out a deal. In exchange for his cooperation, he’s going to get some considerations. He’s still going to prison for life, but the death penalty won’t be a consideration at the trial. He’s also going to get to choose which maximum security prison he’ll be spending his days in and perhaps a few creature comforts. But Diego Cervantes, aka the Batman, aka the luchador, will never see the light of day as a free man again. 

			“We have Diego Cervantes in custody, Father,” I finally say, breaking the silence.

			He lowers his hands and looks up at us. I didn’t think it possible, but he somehow grew even paler. His lips are quivering and he’s fighting to hold back his tears. He remains silent, though, perhaps waiting to hear us lay out what we have, maybe hoping his participation has been minimized or erased altogether. Time to burst his bubble. 

			“We’ve worked out a deal with Mr. Cervantes, Father Harding. And you should know that he has implicated you in the string of murders we’re investigating,” I say. 

			He shakes his head. “I didn’t have any part of it.”

			Even as he says it, his voice is weak and wavering. He can’t even seem to convince himself of the truth and looks away. Tears spill from the corners of his eyes and race down his cheeks. He wipes them away then looks off, unable to meet our eyes any longer. 

			“Why did you do it?” Astra asks. “You’re supposed to be a man of God.”

			“I am a man of God,” he insists. 

			“Are you?” she presses. “I’m no theologian, but I don’t think a man of God would help murder five innocent people.” 

			He sniffs loudly and sits back in his chair again. Slowly, the look of fear fades away. His face hardens, and his jaw flexes as he clenches it tight. He turns his eyes to Astra, and I can see they’re smoldering with anger. Harding is undoubtedly thinking of his brother. 

			“Innocent?” he hisses. “Those men were not innocent. The children they abused, tortured, and murdered… were innocent. Not those pieces of filth who stole their innocence. Who stole their lives.” 

			“But your faith dictates that it’s not for us to judge,” I say. “Your faith dictates that it’s only for God to judge.” 

			“That’s true, agents. It is only for God to judge. So, we put these monsters before God so He could do just that,” he growls. 

			“Aren’t you supposed to practice peace?” Astra asks. “Aren’t you supposed to practice love and forgiveness? Aren’t those dictates of your faith?”

			“I have tried to be a good man. I have tried to live by the example Christ set for us,” he says. “But I admit that I have had my challenges and shortcomings. I have not always been able to live according to the dictates of my faith.”

			“I’ll say. I think aiding and abetting murderers is about as far from your faith as you can get,” Astra says. “Unless… unless Cervantes was covering for you. Did you help them murder these men, Father?” 

			His face turns scarlet, and he glowers at Astra, his lips curled back in a sneer. “Until you have had somebody you love murdered in cold blood, do not presume to lecture me about what I do and what I believe, Agent Russo.” 

			“I have had somebody I loved brutally murdered, Father Harding,” I say. “My parents. They were murdered. And yet, I have never once thought that murder was a justified response. Instead, I became what I am today. Somebody who catches these monsters.” 

			“I’m a sinner, Agent Wilder. What is it you want me to say?” he asks. “I did what I had to do to keep others from having to suffer as I did. Nobody should have to bear that sort of pain. No child should ever have to bear that sort of pain.” 

			“Tell me something, Father,” Astra says. “Did you murder Jack Phillips on your own? Or did you not have the courage to do that? Did you punk out and hire Cervantes—or somebody like him—to do it for you?” 

			Harding is trembling again. But this time, it’s not because he’s crying. It’s with rage. Astra hit a nerve with him. Ultimately, though, we don’t need him to answer the question. It doesn’t matter. We have what we need to lock Father Harding up for a very long time. All that’s left now is the cherry on top of the sundae. I want him to give me Soto and Hirshberg. 

			Cervantes didn’t deal with the probation officers directly. Harding acted as the middleman for them. They passed jobs and payments to Cervantes through the priest. But that’s hearsay from Cervantes, which will be inadmissible in court. To get that to stick and to put them behind bars along with the luchador and the priest, we need Harding to confirm it.

			“Here’s the deal, Father Harding,” I start. “You’re going to prison for your role in this scheme. There’s nothing that can be done to change that now. But you have options. You have a say in how much time you do.” 

			“Wh—what do you mean?” he asks. 

			“Well, as things sit right now, it looks like you are the mastermind,” Astra tells him. “You gave Cervantes his walking orders, and you provided payment to him. So, as far as the court will be concerned, you arranged the hits and paid for them.”

			“But I didn’t,” he gasps.

			“We know you didn’t. But that’s how things look right now. That’s all we can prove beyond a reasonable doubt right now,” I continue. “But we’re willing to work with you to reduce your sentence—not eliminate it, mind you—but reduce it.”

			“What do you want in return?” 

			“Elias Soto and Jay Hirshberg,” Astra tells him. The light of recognition dawns in Harding’s eyes for a second, but he snuffs it out quickly. “That’s right. We know they’re behind it. They used you to set up the jobs and function as the intermediary with Cervantes.”

			“But right now, we can’t prove that. And that’s the way they set it up,” I say. “That’s the way they set you up, Father. They made sure if it all went to hell, you and Cervantes would take the fall, and they’d walk.”

			“And they will,” Astra jumps in. “Unless you give us what we need, Soto and Hirshberg will walk away and live their lives while you rot in prison.”

			“They trussed you up like a Christmas goose, Father,” I finish it off. 

			We’re laying it on thick, but we have to. We need to make sure Father Harding gets the message—cooperate or he’s going to prison for the rest of his life while the others involved in this ring walk away scot-free. 

			“We’ve already spoken with the US Attorney, and he’s willing to work with you if you provide material support,” I say. “You’re not the main focus of our investigation.” 

			“If you hand us Soto and Hirshberg, the prosecutor is going to play ball with you, Father,” Astra says. “You might be able to walk out of prison while you’re still relatively young. Emphasis might.” 

			He looks down again, and I watch the emotions cycling across his face. As I observe him, I can see the resolve taking hold and know he’s going to say yes to helping us. 

			“Why did you do it, Father?” I ask. “Why did you kill Jack Phillips? Was it worth breaking your vows?” 

			He raises his eyes to me, and for the first time, I see real steel in them. I see defiance. I see genuine anger. Gone is the meek, mild-mannered priest; in his place is a hard man, one who reveled in the feeling of satisfaction that Phillips’s death inspired in him. At that moment, he wasn’t a priest or a man of God. He was a man of vengeance and wrath. 

			“I didn’t kill him,” he says. “But that is where the seed of this enterprise was first planted. That’s where this plan took root.”

			“Was it your idea?” I ask. “Or did Soto and Hirshberg come up with it?”

			“We know you three have been friends for a long time, so don’t bother trying to deflect or deny it,” Astra says. 

			“It was a mutual idea,” he replies without hesitation. 

			His voice is firm. His gaze is direct. It’s as if speaking about this is giving Harding confidence he doesn’t normally have. If I had to guess, I’d say this episode has filled Harding with a light of righteousness that borders on zealotry. He’s not ashamed of what he’s done. He’s not sorry about it. I can tell he feels justified. The switch in his personality is so sudden that it’s like an entirely different person is sitting in that chair across from me. 

			Harding leans back in his chair, never taking his eyes off me. “The police were useless when it came to helping my brother. And the courts… well, I don’t need to tell you how useless they are. How many of your cases have been thrown out for stupid technicalities?” he growls. “No, the very institutions that are supposed to be helping and protecting the weak and the defenseless—like my brother—aren’t doing their jobs. They’re broken, agents. They’re fundamentally flawed.”

			“And why do you think that is?” Astra asks.

			“Because people have ceased putting their faith in God. They have turned their backs on Him,” he says. “It’s up to us—the faithful—to restore God’s law. To punish the wicked. It is our calling and our duty to bring the people back to God.” 

			Astra looks at me and arches an eyebrow. “And you think murdering people is the way to go about that?” 

			“We are trying to make this world a better place. A holy place,” Harding says. “And to do that, we must punish the wicked and the evil where we see it. If we do nothing—if we allow evil to flourish—can we truly say we’re God’s people?” 

			A moment of silence follows his speech, and I start to wonder how much of a follower he was in this whole thing. I’m starting to get the idea that he really is the mastermind. Or at least, had a heavy influence on how this entire thing got started. Harding is not who or what I thought he was. He hides behind that veneer of a mild-mannered priest, but underneath that collar lurks the heart of a monster.

			It makes me wonder if he was born this way or if his brother’s murder had a hand in making him what he is. But at this point, that’s an academic question that doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. Let somebody else study him. All I want right now is to catch the people responsible for the murders of five men. 

			“Let’s get back on track, Father,” I say. “Tell me how this whole thing works.” 

			He sighs, and that light of strength that had been on his face just a moment before begins to dim. His voice is less forceful, and his eyes grow downcast. That slump in his shoulders returns, and he seems to close in on himself once more.  

			“When I receive new residents, I give the names of the pedophiles to Soto and Hirshberg. They take over as their probation officers, where they can keep tabs on them,” he explains. “When they’re ready, they make contact with me, give me an envelope of cash, and I contact Diego. He does the rest. My only role is that of facilitator. I swear to you.” 

			“Whose idea was to draft Diego into this little freakshow?” Astra asks. 

			“It was mine,” Harding admits. “When he was sent here after being released early, I recognized early on that he had severe anger issues. I knew he was a man who lived on the verge of violence. I told Soto and Hirshberg, and they told me to recruit him. Diego was more than willing. Being paid to kill… I think that’s his idea of a dream job. They paid him five hundred dollars for every person he killed for them.” 

			“Jesus. A human life is only worth five hundred bucks to these guys?” I mutter, sickened by the depravity. “Okay, do you have proof of this arrangement, Father Harding? Do you have anything that can directly corroborate your statement?” 

			“It’s not like we drew up contracts,” he says. 

			“Father Harding, if you can’t buttress your statement with something factual, the US Attorney will treat it as conjecture. I doubt he’ll work with you,” I say.

			“And if that happens, you’ll be taking the full ride on your own,” Astra adds. “The full weight of all five murders will be on your shoulders.” 

			Harding looks down at his desk, tracing small circles on it with the tip of his finger. His face is a mask of doubt and regret, his cheeks ruddy, his eyes glimmering with tears. 

			“I only ever wanted justice for my brother,” he says softly, his gaze far away. “I only ever wanted Randy to be able to rest in peace.” 

			“Corroboration, Father,” Astra presses. “Do you have it?” 

			“Videos,” he says.

			“Come again?” I ask.

			“Soto and Hirshberg go to every execution. They like to watch,” he says quietly. “They will have videos of every murder they’ve paid Diego to commit. The five you’re looking into? Tip of the iceberg.”

			“How many more are there?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t even know. They’ve been at this a long time. Longer than I’ve been involved. Back then, they did it themselves, and it was only later they started farming out the work. I suggested it. Told them it wouldn’t be as simple to catch them if they hired out,” he tells us, his voice low and strained. “But when I first approached them, they… they showed me some of their videos. Back then, it was rapists. Murderers. Drug dealers. But then it became pedophiles, too, when I asked them to get justice for Randy. They were more than happy to do it.” 

			“All right. We should have what we need,” I say. “You’ll need to come with us, Father Harding. We’ll have the prosecutor meet us at the field office to start hammering out the details of your deal. You’ll probably want to give the diocese general counsel a call when we get there.” 

			“I don’t think they’re going to help me now,” he admits softly. “I think, given what I’ve done, that I am very much on my own.”

			“Well, we’ll worry about that when we get to the field office,” I say. 

			We all get to our feet, and I walk around Harding’s desk to put the cuffs on him while Astra reads him his rights. After that, we walk him out. The residents and staff watch us with solemn, sober expressions on their faces, unable to fathom the idea that Father Harding is being led away in cuffs. 

			As I move to put him into the back of our car, Harding pauses and looks at me, a stricken expression on his face. 

			“I am sorry, Agent Wilder,” he says softly.

			“I’m not the one you should be asking for forgiveness,” I reply. “I can’t give you absolution. And even if I could, I’m not sure I would.”

			I put him in the back seat and slam the door, then look at the facility and shake my head.

			“What a waste,” I mutter. “What a damn waste.” 
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			Residence of Elias Soto, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“Federal agents!”

			The morning air is shattered by the sound of our SWAT team using a battering ram to splinter Elias Soto’s front door. The wood cracks, and the hinges give way with a squeal of tortured metal as it blows inward. Six men in black FBI uniforms and helmets pour through the breach and storm into the house. 

			Astra and I sweep in behind a combined force of FBI and SPD SWAT teams, guns at the ready. I threw Lee a bone and included him in the raid, thinking it might give him a few points in the eyes of his superiors. He’s heading up the raid on Hirshberg’s house while we took care of Soto. Lee knows it’s mostly symbolic since the collar is going to be ours, but he seemed appreciative of the gesture anyway. 

			We hang back, waiting in the living room as the team clears the rest of the house. A high-pitched scream and Soto’s bellowing, rage-filled voice echoes down to the front room where we wait. A moment later, Soto and his wife, a tall, willowy bottle blonde, are brought down the hallway with their hands cuffed behind their backs and are deposited onto the sofa. 

			Soto glares at us. “What in the hell is this?” 

			“This is a search warrant, Mr. Soto,” I say, dropping his copy in his lap. “We are searching for materials connected to a string of five murders.”

			“You have got to be kidding me,” he spits. 

			“Elias, what’s going on?” his wife whines.

			“Shut up, Gemma,” he sneers then turns back to me. “I’m a cop. What in the hell—”

			“You’re not a cop though,” Astra cuts him off. “You haven’t been a cop in quite a while, actually. And judging by your service record, you weren’t much of a cop anyway.”

			“And now, you’re a murderer,” I say.

			“Elias—”

			“I said shut up, Gemma,” he roars. “I’m handling this.” 

			The rest of the SWAT team comes back to the living room, their weapons holstered and shouldered. Lieutenant Baker, team leader, flashes me four fingers—the signal for all clear.

			“Code four. We’re all good,” he says. “The house is all yours.” 

			“Fantastic. Thank you, Lieutenant. Your team performed admirably, as always,” I tell him. “Can you have one man stand watch over our suspects and send the techs in?” 

			“You got it,” he nods.

			I pat him on the back as he walks out of the house.

			“Suspects?” Soto snarls. “Suspected of what exactly?” 

			“As I said, murder.” 

			“And who did I supposedly murder?” 

			“You killed somebody, Elias? Why are they saying you killed somebody?” 

			“Gemma, I said shut the hell up!”

			“He’s a charmer,” Astra says. “You can do a lot better than this guy, Gemma.”

			“And you’re going to get your chance to find out since Elias is going to prison for the rest of his life,” I add.

			“What are you talking about?” he growls. 

			“We know everything,” I say. “We know about your little murder ring. Right now, the rest of our team is serving a warrant at Jay Hirshberg’s place. We’ve already gotten cooperation agreements from both Father Harding and Diego Cervantes.”

			“Who?” he spits.

			“Don’t try. Seriously, don’t,” Astra snaps. “We know you, Hirshberg, and Harding have been friends for a long time. We know you killed Jack Phillips for Harding as payback for Phillips molesting and murdering his brother. And we know you paid Diego Cervantes to murder pedophiles that you, Hirshberg, and Harding picked out.” 

			His wife looks at him, an expression of utter horror on her face. Clearly, she isn’t privy to her husband’s hobbies. 

			“Baby,” she whispers. “Tell them they’re wrong. Tell them—”

			“They’re wrong, you idiot!” he screams at her. 

			His face is red, and he’s puffing, spit flying from his lips as he glares at his wife. Gemma shrinks back, her face etched with fear as she tries to put as much physical distance between them as she can. I nod to Astra, who helps Gemma to her feet and then escorts her outside, leaving me alone with our SWAT chaperone and Soto. 

			“Don’t you have anything better to do than try to dirty up good people?” he sneers. “What the hell are you even doing? Can’t make your case so you’re going to drag me through the mud and try to make it?” 

			A small smile flickers across my lips. “What part of ‘Cervantes and Harding have flipped on you’ do you not understand?” 

			“They’re lying. Obviously,” he growls. “You coerced them into lying. My lawyer is going to have a field day tearing your case apart.” 

			“I hope you have a good one. You’re going to need it,” I say, then turn to the SWAT officer. “Keep an eye on him.”

			“No sweat,” he replies. 

			I walk out of the living room and make my way through the rest of the house. It’s a nice place, but Soto isn’t living the high life. All the furniture I see is IKEA, and the walls are covered with the sort of generic paintings you can get at Target. Everything is clean and well put together but cheap. There are a lot of knockoffs and secondhand brand-name items in the house. It seems like the home of somebody who aspires to have more and better in life but doesn’t have the means to get there. 

			The techs are swarming over the place, pulling out drawers, turning over mattresses, and pulling things off shelves as we search for the videotapes Father Harding said are here. As I move from room to room, though, I see the techs aren’t finding anything. They’re not finding anything at all. No video tapes, DVDs, and most disturbingly, nothing linking him to Cervantes and the murders. 

			I walk into a room that’s been converted into an office and find a pair of techs going through the desk and bookshelves. A third is sitting at Soto’s desk and is searching through his computer. They look up when I enter, all three of them looking grim.

			“Anything?” I ask.

			They shake their heads. “Nothing so far, ma’am.” 

			I frown. I don’t know what I was expecting. Shelves filled with DVDs or videotapes conveniently labeled with names and dates? Even though I know how stupid that is, I guess some small part of me was hoping it would be that simple. It was in large part because of solid investigative work, but the rest of our case came together pretty quickly. Is it too much to ask that the bow that wraps it all up be easy to find? Of course, it is… because that would just be too simple. And when has that ever been a thing in my life? 

			A guy like Soto, who’s been operating in the shadows for a long time now, is careful. He’s meticulous and cunning. He takes care and plans things out well. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave incriminating evidence out in the open. He isn’t ever going to leave something proving his guilt lying around in plain sight. He’s smarter than that. Hell, not even his wife of the last twenty-two years knew her husband has a secret homicidal life. 

			I walk through the rest of the house, going room by room, and checking in with all the techs who are processing the scene. None of them are having any more luck than the people in Soto’s home office. 

			“If I were a murderous deviant, where would I put my goodies?” I mutter to myself. 

			As I’m passing through the living room, I stop and turn to Soto. He’s still sitting with his hands bound behind him, glowering at me from the couch. But then a wicked smile crosses his face. He looks at me as if he knows something I don’t. And he does. I know he does. 

			“Where are the tapes?” I ask. 

			“What tapes?” 

			“The tapes Harding told us are here,” I say. “The tapes we will find if we have to tear this entire house down to the studs.” 

			He chuckles. “Then that’s what you’re going to have to do, since these supposed tapes don’t exist. But, hey, good luck. I’m sure it’ll be great material for the lawsuit I’m going to file against the Bureau—and you personally, Agent Wilder.” 

			“Last chance, Soto,” I demand. “Where are the tapes?” 

			“They don’t exist. I don’t care what those two imbeciles told you,” he says. 

			“Have it your way,” I say. “I’ll get my demo team in here now, and we’ll start punching holes in the walls.” 

			“Do your worst.”

			I turn and walk out of the house, anger and frustration bubbling up inside me. I see Astra still standing with Gemma Soto off to the side of the driveway talking quietly with her. As I watch them talking, it occurs to me that it’s entirely possible Gemma knows more than she even realizes. 

			“Mrs. Soto,” I say as I walk over to them. “Did you know nothing about your husband’s activities?”

			She shakes her head. “I didn’t. I really didn’t,” she says and sniffs loudly. “You have to believe me. Please.”

			Gemma is tall—easily five-nine—and thin. Her hair is long and blonde—obviously out of a bottle—but it’s a nice shade all the same. She’s got high cheekbones and a natural, almost girl-next-door kind of beauty that’s surprising. Gemma has a lovely figure and quite frankly, I think Soto married way above his station. 

			“I do believe you,” I tell her. “But I have a question I need to ask you.” 

			She dabs her eyes with a tissue. “All right. What’s your question?” 

			“We have people looking through your husband’s home office right now,” I say. “But does he have another place he goes? Someplace private?”

			“Well… he’s got what he calls a mancave. It’s where he likes to go and watch football with his buddies.”

			A feeling like liquid fire fills my veins, and Astra looks at me. I can see she is practically bouncing on her heels like I am, both of us knowing this might be it. 

			“Where is his mancave, Gemma?” 

			“It’s behind the garage,” she says. “But he doesn’t like people going in there. Please, don’t go in there. He’s mad enough already.” 

			“Honey, your husband is a killer. A murderer,” Astra presses. “And just from what I saw, he’s awful to you. You deserve better than that. And you’re going to need to start thinking about your future because your husband is going to prison. Forever.” 

			“You’re going to be free, Gemma,” I add.

			She rocks back on her heels and looks stunned as the idea of being free and on her own, out from under the thumb of a man who berates and belittles her, begins to sink in. She looks… lost. Astra waves a female SPD officer over and asks her to sit with Gemma. Once we assure Gemma that we’ll be back, we turn and head out.

			Astra and I walk around the garage and into the backyard. There’s a tall screen of bushes that runs alongside the garage, and looking at it closer, I see a gap between two of the bushes. It’s cleverly hidden, and if you weren’t searching it out, it would be easy to miss. Feeling charged up, I lead Astra to it, and when we step through, we see another structure set behind the garage, just as Gemma told us. It’s not large, but it looks big enough to hold three or four people. 

			There’s a heavy wooden door that’s locked. I step back, drive my foot into the wood, and hear a sharp crack. It takes three separate strikes, but the wood finally splinters and falls inward. Not nearly as dramatic as when the SWAT team blew the front door open, but it got us in all the same. Astra and I step through the shattered door and find ourselves in Soto’s secret mancave. 

			“Jesus, it stinks in here,” I remark. 

			It looks larger on the outside than it is on the inside. Now that we’re standing inside, I realize it would likely only hold two, maybe three people. There are a couple of chairs and a large flatscreen TV against the far wall. The only windows are set high in the steeply pitched roof above us. Neither one of them is open right now, and there just isn’t a lot of air circulation in here, which explains the fetid stench that fills the air. 

			The floor is littered with beer bottles and cans, a couple of empty pizza boxes, and some empty bags of Doritos. There are also candy wrappers, a couple of piles of dirty clothes, and a refrigerator tucked into the corner which may have been white at one point but is now a dull, dingy gray color. The walls are all lined with Seattle sports memorabilia—posters, pennants, pictures, and flags. 

			“Must be the maid’s week off,” I mutter. 

			Below the television mounted to the wall is a credenza. There is a gaming console, a stereo, a DVD player, and a VHS tape player as well. Seeing that sends a familiar electric buzz through my body again, and I feel so close to the end of this. The momentum has us screaming down the tracks, headed for the finish line. 

			I snap on a pair of black nitrile gloves, then walk over and start searching the credenza, opening all the drawers and cabinet doors on it, looking for DVDs or VHS tapes. 

			“I’m afraid to touch anything in here,” Astra says. 

			“Aren’t you wearing gloves?” 

			“Yeah, but the creepy crud stuck to some of these surfaces might eat right through them,” she says. 

			I laugh and keep looking. We search the inside of that small clubhouse for half an hour and come up empty. We’ve looked in the refrigerator. Behind it. We’ve kicked everything on the floor out of the way, searching for cutouts and secret hollows. There is nothing, though, and I stand in the middle of the floor, my hands on my hips, trying to stave off the feeling of despair that’s washing over me.

			Mentally, I stand there cataloging everything we have, trying to see if we can make the case without the tapes. Maybe the testimony of Harding and Cervantes will be enough. Maybe we can flip Hirshberg and get him to testify against Soto. I hate the idea of cutting any single one of them a deal. But sometimes, you have to make a deal with the devil to get as just a result as you possibly can. Justice isn’t perfect. But a little bit of justice is better than none. 

			“Hey,” Astra offers. “You ever seen The Shawshank Redemption?”

			“What?” I ask irritably. “What are you talking about?” 

			“The movie, The Shawshank Redemption. Have you seen it?” 

			I shake my head. “Maybe. I don’t know offhand. Why? What does that have to do with anything?” 

			Astra gives me a grin as she steps over to a large Seahawks flag that’s hanging on the wall. She reaches out and grabs hold of a corner and gives it a hard yank. The flag tears and flutters to the ground, and when I see what’s behind it, my eyes grow wide, and I gasp.

			“Astra,” I croak.

			She laughs and claps her hands. “Yeah.”

			In a hollow that had been hidden behind the flag, there is a stack of VHS tapes and DVDs. There must be thirty in all. Maybe a few more than that. I rush over and grab one off the stack. There’s a code written on the label that’s a sequence of numbers and letters. It takes me about a second to realize it’s the initials of the victim along with the date. I quickly find the one for Raymond Becerra and pop it into the DVD player and hit play. 

			It’s the same scene we saw play out on the live stream. The only difference is that before the luchador began doing his thing, there’s a moment where they’re setting up the camera. Both Soto and Hirshberg are in the frame laughing and clowning the man they’re about to murder. It’s chilling how casual they are as they joke about a man whose life they’re about to take. It’s disgusting. And it’s the final nail in their coffins.

			“You did it,” I tell her. “You found it.”

			“We did it.” 

			Excitement floods my veins along with a sense of relief that we can finally wrap this up. That we’re going to put a group of people who deserve it behind bars for the rest of their lives. Soto, Hirshberg, Cervantes, and possibly Harding as well, are all going to die in an eight-by-eight concrete box not much bigger than this wretched little hole we’re standing in. They’re going to spend the rest of their lives living among men who will likely victimize them with the same casual disregard they had for their own victims. 

			It’s the best possible outcome for a horrible situation. And it’s not that I’m going to mourn the victims. They too were horrible people. Worse than horrible. But the simple fact is that none of them, despite how awful they were, deserved to have their lives snatched away from them. Soto, Hirshberg, Cervantes, and Harding had no right to take their lives no matter how terrible their victims were. They didn’t have the right to act as judge, jury, and executioner. And now they’re going to pay for that. We’ll make sure of it.

			I grab a box and stack all the tapes and DVDs inside, then pick it up and give Astra a wide smile.

			“Come on. Let’s go tell Soto the good news,” I say.

			“That is an excellent idea.” 
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			The Pulpit; Downtown Seattle 

			The Pulpit wouldn’t usually be my first choice in places to go to party the night away. But the team deserves to cut loose and get a little rowdy tonight, and the Pulpit is the only place I can think of where I’m not going to feel that we’re being too loud or too rowdy. That sort of behavior is not only tolerated but also encouraged here.

			The Pulpit is an old church that’s been refurbished. All the old pews and stained glass have been repurposed and make up the seating and bar inside the place. The old stage where the priest would deliver the sermons is now a stage for live music—there’s a cover band playing hits from the 80s and 90s. They’re currently playing their rendition of the Go-Go’s “We Got the Beat” and doing a pretty good job of it. 

			This is one of Pax’s favorite haunts, and it’s where he met his current girlfriend, May, who once worked as a waitress here. She’s traded in her nun’s habit and black miniskirt uniform, though, and is now going to law school—with Pax’s not-so-subtle encouragement. She’s a smart girl, and I think she’s going to make a fantastic lawyer. I also like the fact that she’s able to keep Pax in line. Somebody needs to. 

			May and Pax are both seated at the end of the table, laughing and joking along with the rest of the team. This is their first time meeting Lucas and Nina, but they seem to be fitting in well with everyone. The table is filled with howls of laughter, stories going back and forth, and of course, the obligatory insults flying about, which seem to be a mandatory thing for this group. 

			After closing the case, we all felt like going out to blow off some steam and have a little team bonding time. The case was grueling, and I think we’ve earned it.  

			“So, what happened when you guys rolled up to Hirshberg’s place?” Astra asks. 

			“The guy couldn’t confess fast enough,” Mo laughs.

			“He was in such a rush to give us the tapes, he tripped over his own feet walking us to where he’d stashed them,” Lucas adds with a chuckle. 

			“Went down like a sack of potatoes,” Mo confirms. “Damn near gave himself a concussion.”

			“As it is, didn’t he have to go to the hospital for a few stitches in his scalp?” Astra asks.

			“Yeah, well, I’m glad you guys had it easy. If it weren’t for Astra’s flash of brilliance, we might not have had anything,” I say. “She found the tapes hidden in a hole in the wall behind a Seahawks flag.” 

			“Why do you sound so shocked? I’m brilliant all the time,” Astra says smoothly. 

			“I’m not convinced you actually know what the word brilliant means,” Rick cracks. 

			Astra gives him the finger as laughter erupts around the table. Our waitress for the evening bustles over and starts handing out our drinks. She stops and shares a few words and a laugh with May before scooting off to tend to her other tables. 

			“May, I sometimes can’t believe you wore one of those getups,” I say. “The uniform looks harder than hell to work in.”

			“The worst part was how hot it got under the habit,” she says. “I used to sweat up a storm under that thing. My hair was always a mess.”

			“I can confirm that,” Pax says. “When she used to get off shift and take off the uniform, she looked like one of those troll dolls.”

			She playfully slapped his arm as everybody shared a laugh at her expense. The waitresses at the Pulpit wear nuns’ habits—though with black miniskirts and stockings rather than the full robes. The big, baggy sleeves seem impractical when you’re trying to serve drinks. I didn’t even think about the heat underneath the habit, but now that she mentions it, I can well imagine just how hot it must get underneath all that fabric. It’s yet another reason I couldn’t do it. 

			“So… how are you liking law school?” I ask. 

			May nods. “So far, so good. I think I’m doing all right.”

			“Don’t listen to her,” Pax says. “She’s killing it. She’s going to be a top-notch attorney.”

			“I believe it,” I nod. “But have you decided what you’re going to specialize in?” 

			“Not yet,” she replies. “I think I’m leaning toward family law though.”

			“That’s a good thing—as long as you don’t go over to the dark side,” Astra says. “There are already way too many defense lawyers out there wreaking havoc on the world.” 

			“Yeah, I can’t wait to see what sort of defense Soto and Hirshberg’s lawyers come up with,” I say with a groan.

			“I’m sure it’s going to be the whole, beaten when they were young, rough childhood story they’ll spin,” Mo mutters. 

			“That’s awfully cynical,” I note.

			“But not untrue.”

			“No. Definitely not. I’m just not used to you being the cynical, jaded one. That’s usually Astra,” I say, grinning at her. 

			“Lucas must be rubbing off on me,” Mo replies. 

			“I’m not cynical,” Lucas protests. “I’m a realist.”

			“Which is a codeword cynics like to use to pretend they’re not cynics,” Astra says, flashing a grin at us. “It makes them feel better about themselves.”

			Laughter ripples around the table, and Lucas, shockingly enough, hurls a profanity-laced barb back at Mo, which makes her laugh even harder. The team has overcome a rough, rocky start—mostly my fault, I admit—and has come together to be a cohesive unit. A family. And I couldn’t possibly be happier or prouder of them all. 

			“Oh, jeez, what is he doing here?” Astra mutters.

			I follow her gaze and see Ayad crossing the room and heading toward us, and it’s like all the laughter and goodwill gets sucked out of me in an instant. I immediately bristle and feel my defenses going up. I don’t know why he’s here, but it’s setting me on edge, and I feel the tension creeping into my body.

			“Play nice,” Astra whispers in my ear. “This is one of those times when you need to play office politics.” 

			“Thanks for the sage words,” I whisper back to her.

			Ayad breaks out into a smile as he approaches the table. “And how is my A-Team doing?” he asks.

			“Welcome, Chief,” I say. “What are you doing here?” 

			“Thought I’d come down and have a drink with you. Congratulate you all for closing another case,” he says. “Have a nice, fun night out with the team.”

			Everybody trades a bewildered look.

			“Wait, seriously?” Rick asks.

			Ayad nods. “Seriously.”

			We all raise our glasses in unison and salute our section chief. 

			“Next round is on me,” he announces as he sidles into the booth. “Or rather, it’s on the Bureau.”

			His words are met with cheers and applause from the team. The only thing these guys like more than cutting loose and having some fun is being able to cut loose and have fun on somebody else’s dime. For free drinks, they’re all willing to tolerate Ayad’s presence. The waitress comes over to take Ayad’s order, which he gives her, then he gestures to the table. 

			“And another round of whatever everybody’s drinking,” he says.

			The waitress smiles. “Comin’ right up.” 

			Everybody makes small talk until the waitress comes back with everybody’s drinks. Once she’s dropped them off, Ayad picks up his glass and raises it. Everybody is still laughing amongst themselves, but nobody seems to notice.

			“Settle down,” I call out. “Chief Ayad has something to say.” 

			The conversation and laughter at the table taper off, and all eyes turn to him. He raises his glass again.

			“When I first came to this unit, I was skeptical. You all had a reputation as loose cannons and rule breakers—”

			“Hey, Nina and I didn’t arrive until you did,” Lucas interrupts with a grin. 

			Ayad laughs. “Fair enough. The rest of them, though, had that reputation.”

			“That’s better,” Nina adds. 

			“Anyway, I honestly didn’t know what to expect. I was a little worried about this team when I got here and was concerned that I was going to have to shake some things up,” he says. “I didn’t want to have a bunch of loose cannons and rule breakers under my command. I don’t usually operate that loosely, and I know that makes people think I’m rigid and unyielding—”

			“Boy Scout,” Astra says. “Most people have said that you’re a Boy Scout.”

			Ayad grins. “That’s fair. I suppose in a lot of ways I am. I’m a rule follower. Always have been and always will be. So, I guess I’ve earned that reputation.” 

			“I’d agree with that assessment,” Astra replies, drawing laughter from everybody else. 

			Ayad pins her with a glare that seems to straddle the line between amused and annoyed. “You’re making it difficult for me to give you guys a compliment,” he chuckles.

			“Oh. Sorry. Please continue,” Astra replies.

			Ayad breaks out into a grin—a genuine one this time. “As I was saying, I worried about how this team would fit with how I normally operate,” he goes on. “And to be perfectly honest, we don’t fit. I’m a little too rigid, and you’re all a little too loose.” 

			“Um… where does the compliment come in?” Mo asks. 

			“I’m working up to it,” Ayad replies. “We don’t fit. Our styles clash. But I can’t deny that this team gets results. You are by far our most productive team, and your case closure rate is second to none. I’ve come to realize that it’s not you who need to learn to conform to my style; I need to learn to conform to yours. You’re the ones in the field putting it all on the line. And you’re the ones whose hard work and dedication to your jobs are making this city—this country—a much safer place. So, I came here tonight to celebrate you… and to congratulate you on another impressive win. To my alpha team.” 

			Everybody pounds the table and cheers as we drink. I know what Ayad is doing. He’s rehabbing his image with the team and maybe pandering a little bit. He wants everybody on his side. He wants everyone to like him. He wants everybody to accept him, and he’s trying to earn their loyalty and respect. And that is a great thing for a boss to do. There’s a part of me that appreciates the effort he’s making to be part of this team. There’s a part of me that wants to like him.

			But then my mind’s eye flashes back to the picture of him and Selene Hedlund on the shelf in his office, and the good feelings he’s engendering all go away in a flash. And in their place come all the suspicion and doubt that’s been a constant since he arrived—that’s doubled since I saw that picture in his office. 

			“Relax,” Astra whispers in my ear. “Tonight’s a night for celebration. You can get back to all that cloak and dagger garbage tomorrow.”

			She’s right. I can get back to my worry and angst about everything going on tomorrow. As Astra said, tonight is a night for celebration. There are too few nights like this, and I should be taking advantage of it. I should be celebrating my team for a job well done. And so, I do. We spend the next few hours drinking far too much and laughing way too hard. But it feels good. It feels better than good. 

			With the celebration in full swing, Nina pulls me aside. “Hey, not to be one of those girls, but come to the restroom with me.”

			“Yeah, sure.” 

			I follow Nina to the restroom, and she closes the door behind us. After checking the half-dozen stalls and ensuring we’re alone, she steps over to the sinks where I’m standing and leans close, the corner of her eye twitching. It’s a nervous tic.

			“Why the cloak and dagger routine?” I frown.

			“Because I figured out what the key you gave me went to.”

			The jolt of electricity hits me so hard that it feels like I just stuck a fork in an electrical outlet. My body trembles with anticipation.

			“Tell me,” I say. 

			“It belongs to a storage facility—there was a logo etched into the key that had been removed, but I was able to restore it. It’s interesting, because I used a very similar process the labs use to restore serial numbers when they’re filed off guns and—”

			“Nina. Focus,” I interrupt.

			“Right. Sorry,” she says. “Anyway, after figuring it out, I took the initiative and went down to the storage facility—”

			My eyes go wide. “Nina, what were you thinking? Given who’s after this thing, you could have been killed. I appreciate the initiative, but I do not want you gambling with your life.”

			She shrugs. “Yeah, but I’m okay. Nothing happened, and I’m totally fine. Anyway, the only thing in the locker was a table with a small box sitting on top of it. And get this, the box had a red bow on it. It was waiting there like a gift.”

			That electricity coursing through me gets hotter. That has to be Kit’s way of saying it’s all wrapped up—with a bow on it. I was right. It was her contingency plan. 

			“What was in the box?” I ask.

			“A flash drive. It’s got a thousand layers of encryption on it. Real high-level stuff,” she tells me. “But I should be able to crack it. I just need a little time.” 

			“That’s great news, Nina. Really great news,” I tell her. 

			“Mind if I ask what’s on the drive?” she asks.

			“Hopefully, the answers to questions that have been following me my entire life.” 

			Nina looks at me curiously but decides not to press it. “Well, I hope it has all the answers you’re looking for.” 

			“Yeah. Me too.”

			We head back out to the party and lose ourselves in the fun. By the time I’m ready to call it a night, I realize I’ve had a few too many. I stand up and feel the room around me start to spin while my legs wobble, feeling like they’re made of rubber. 

			“You all right?” Ayad frowns.

			“Yeah. I’m good,” I tell him. “I’m just going to call an Uber. I’ll come get my car tomorrow.”

			“That’s a very good idea,” Ayad says. “But I’ll drive you home.”

			I shake my head. “I’m fine. I’ll just call—”

			He laughs. “Nonsense. Come on, let me just give you a ride. I don’t like these rideshare services. I’ve heard too many horror stories about bad things happening to women who’ve had too much to drink. So, I’m going to drive you home.”

			“He’s right,” Astra jumps in. “Just let him drive you.”

			I nod. “All right. All right. You guys win,” I say then turn to Ayad. “Thank you.”

			“No problem.” 

			After I bid my goodbyes to my team, I walk out of the Pulpit on shaky legs. Ayad has his hand on my upper arm to help keep me steady. When we step outside, though, the rush of night air washes over my face, cooling my warm skin. It helps clear my head a bit. I’m not one hundred percent sober—there’s no way I’d get behind the wheel—but I’m feeling better than when I was inside.

			Ayad loads me into his car, and our drive is pretty quiet. It’s not like we’re best friends—or friends at all really—and don’t have a lot in common. We just don’t have much to talk about. The air in the car is filled with the awkward tension of two people who barely know one another. It’s like a blind date from hell. Ten minutes later, Ayad is pulling to a stop in front of my building. He gets me out and walks me to the elevator.

			“I’ve got it from here,” I insist. “I’m good.” 

			He laughs softly. “Your slurred words say otherwise. I’m going to walk you to your door,” he says. “Never let it be said I’m one who shirks my duties.” 

			I laugh but subtly keep my hand in my bag, wrapped around the butt of my weapon. We take the elevator up to my floor, and he walks slightly behind me, his hands ready to reach out and catch me if I fall. In any other circumstance, I might find this chivalrous and sweet. But we’re not in other circumstances, and there’s still that thick, dark thread of suspicion that’s wound around everything when I think about Ayad. 

			I have to let go of my weapon to pull out my keys. He takes the ring from me and opens my front door. He pushes it inward as I turn to him.

			“I’m home. Safe and sound, thanks to you,” I tell him. “You have completed your duty. Thank you for seeing me to my door—”

			“SSA Wilder, welcome home.”

			When I hear her voice coming from inside my apartment, the blood in my veins turns to ice. Ayad gives me a tight smile and an almost apologetic look. 

			“I’m sorry it had to be done like this. I truly am. But there was no other way,” he says. “Please go on inside. She’d like to speak to you. And please, don’t pull your weapon, Blake. Nobody wants this to devolve into violence. All she wants is to talk. I give you my word.”

			“Yeah, because that means a lot right now,” I growl. Any trace of drunkenness left in my system is rapidly disappearing, being replaced by rapid, pulsing adrenaline—and simmering rage.

			He frowns and nods. “I deserve that. But I promise you that a conversation is what she wants. It’s all she wants.”

			“I only want ten minutes of your time,” the woman calls out from the darkness of my apartment. 

			I sigh. There’s nothing I can do. I can’t see around the corner of the foyer and into my apartment, so I have no idea if she’s got armed men in there with her or not. I look at Ayad again and grit my teeth, then cut my eyes left and right but see there’s no way out for me. On the plus side, it doesn’t sound like they’re here for a fight. If they wanted to kill me, I’d be dead already. 

			I slowly turn and walk into my apartment and frown when I hear the front door close behind me. Ayad walks in behind me. He stands in my blind spot and stops, standing a few feet behind me so I can’t get the drop on him. Smart. I turn and look at the woman sitting on my loveseat. She’s got a glass of my wine in her hand, her legs gracefully crossed, and a smile on her face as Miles Davis plays on the stereo. She’s made herself right at home. 

			“Senator Hedlund,” I say. “What a surprise.”

			“It shouldn’t be. I’ve been trying to reach you for a while now.”

			“I’ve been busy,” I say. “What do you want that’s so compelling you felt justified in breaking into my apartment?” 

			“Please, sit. We need to talk,” she says. “Wine?”
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			Nakamura Sculpture Garden, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“I got your 9-1-1 message,” he says. “Are you all right?” 

			Stone sits down across from me at the chess table we sat at the last time we were here. He looks at me closely, like a father worriedly looking over his child. He sees I’m not hurt and lets out a small breath of relief.

			“What happened, Blake? What’s going on?” he asks. “Why the emergency text?” 

			“Ayad and Hedlund ambushed me,” I tell him. “They were at my place waiting for me when I got home.” 

			“What? Jesus, Blake. Are you all right?” he asks. “What happened?”

			“I’m fine. They wanted to talk,” I tell him. “They want something from me and promised they’d leave me and Kit be if I gave it to them.”

			“What do they want?”

			I pull a flash drive out of my pocket. “This.”

			“What is it?” 

			“It’s Kit’s contingency plan,” I explain. “She told me this has every scrap of information on the Thirteen she’s put together over the years: names, dates, and documents proving the things they’ve done. She says this is the Holy Grail and will destroy the Thirteen forever. That it will expose everybody who’s involved.” 

			Stone looks at me with an expression of surprise on his face. “Kit is back on her feet?”

			“She’s getting there. She’s not one hundred percent, but she’s almost there. And even better, her memories are coming back to her like her doctor thought they would. Anyway, I spoke with her tonight, and she told me what was on the drive,” I tell him. 

			“That’s great. I’m glad to hear that,” he says. “But you can’t give that drive to them.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because they will kill you the moment you hand it over,” he tells me. “And then they’ll kill your sister.” 

			I sit back for a moment and shake my head. “I was right though. Hedlund is part of this.” 

			A look of sorrow crosses Stone’s face. “Frankly, I’m shocked. She’s my oldest friend, and she’s been deceiving me all these years,” he says. “That’s something I’m going to have to sit with for a while. But I can’t explain how bad it hurts to find out I was wrong, and that Kathryn has been lying to me.” 

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “Betrayal always cuts deep.”

			He nods. “It does,” he replies. “But I’ll have to deal with that later. Right now, there are more important things to worry about. Namely, keeping you and Kit safe.” 

			“Giving them the drive will do that,” I tell him.

			He shakes his head. “It won’t. Kathryn’s already proven herself to be a master manipulator. A liar who can’t be trusted. If she can stab me in the back like this—somebody she’s known for almost forty years—don’t think for a second she won’t do the same to you. If you give her and Ayad that drive, you’re as good as dead.” 

			“Okay, then what do you suggest?”

			“Give me the drive. We’ll take it to the Attorney General of the United States. He’s had people trying to crack the Thirteen for years now,” he says. “We can give him this drive, blow it all wide open, and we can make sure both you and Kit are well protected. We can keep you both safe, Blake. Where is Kit?”

			“I’ve got her stashed in a safe house in the Fremont district,” I tell him. “She’s in the Silver Sun apartments.”

			“Good. I’ll get a security team down there now,” he says. 

			I hesitate and look down at the chessboard etched into the table we’re seated at. Ten thousand things are firing through my mind all at once. I stare at the flash drive in my hand, watching the moonlight glint off the silver edges as I consider my options. I feel like we’ve entered the endgame, so really, my options are limited—and they’re dwindling even more with every passing day. 

			“Blake, we can finally bring an end to all of this. You can finally avenge your parents by burning the Thirteen to the ground,” he presses. “And then you and Kit can get on with your lives. You can both be free.” 

			My heart is thundering in my chest as I stare at the drive and listen to his words. Bringing an end to this whole thing is what I’ve been working on for so long. To finally have it within reach is a feeling that’s indescribable to me.

			“You’re right,” I nod. “It’s time to bring this to an end.”

			“It is. So, let’s do it. Together. Let’s finish this,” he says.

			I raise my gaze to him, then reach out and hand him the drive. Stone looks at it almost reverently for a moment, then slips it into his inside jacket pocket. He pats it, then turns and looks at me again. A slow smile spreads across his face, and I see a malignant gleam in his eye. 

			“We knew Kit had collected a very thorough dossier. It’s one of the reasons we’ve been hunting her so relentlessly,” he says, “as I’m sure you can understand. If the information on this drive were to get out, it would be problematic for so many of us.”

			A rueful chuckle spills from my mouth. “So it is you! You’re the head of the Thirteen.” 

			He nods. “I am. And I have to say, you have been a thorn in our sides for a while now, Blake,” he says. “You have caused us more sleepless nights and frustration than I can tell you.” 

			I blow out a long breath, feeling the sharp stab of betrayal spreading through my body. It’s not a good feeling. 

			“So, that’s how you knew Hedlund wasn’t part of the Thirteen,” I say.

			He nods. “That’s how I knew,” he confirms. “But I have to say, I didn’t know she was working against me either, so she did still betray me. She still did keep that from me for… well, hell, I don’t even know how long she’s been working against me. But I have to say, I’m more than a little disappointed in her. And her betrayal isn’t going to go unpunished.” 

			“I looked up to you, Stone. I respected and admired you,” I say.

			“I know. And I was able to leverage that against you,” he tells me. “In this game, you can’t afford to have blind spots. I was one of yours. That’s how I was able to manipulate you into doing what I needed you to do—which was to serve your sister up to me on a silver platter as well as the proof she’s collected against us. With all this in hand now, we can get back to doing what we do.” 

			“Why are you doing this?” I ask. “Why are you betraying this country the way you are?” 

			“Betraying the country? No, Blake. Our country is betraying us. The Thirteen exists as a check on that betrayal. We influence things in a way that is beneficial to the country—”

			“And a way that makes you people obscenely rich.” 

			“We are fairly compensated for our efforts, yes.” 

			“You’re thieves. Murderers. You killed Supreme Court Justices. Congressmen. CIA and FBI Agents,” I growl, outrage in my voice. 

			“We do what we must for the greater good. If that means we have to kill a Justice now and then? So be it,” he shrugs. “We secure our nation against enemies both foreign and domestic, Agent Wilder. What we do keeps us all safe. And it keeps this country on top of the global food chain. Those are things these sniveling and cowardly people in Congress don’t understand—things they don’t do. Most see our exceptionalism as a myth—as something to be ashamed of. We don’t. And we make sure the world sees that too.” 

			I shake my head and look down at the chessboard again. I’ve never been a great chess player, but I’ve always applied one of the main tenets of the game to my everyday life: always think three moves ahead. See the entire board and try to avoid narrowly focusing on just one square. On just one piece. I’ve always tried to avoid locking in on one thing and have tried to see the bigger picture in all things. It’s a philosophy that’s served me well throughout my life and my entire career. 

			The other thing that’s helped me is listening to my gut. Listening to that little voice that whispers to me in the back of my mind. And ever since that first night in this park when Stone saved me from a gunman, it hasn’t just been whispering—it’s been shouting. I just refused to hear what it was saying. 

			“There’s a place for you here, Blake. This is where you belong. By my side,” he says. “And, of course, we’d be thrilled to have Kit back too. We poured a lot of resources into her training, and I’d hate to see that all go to waste. I want you both with us as we usher in a new era, Blake. Don’t make me kill you both. It would be such a waste of genuine talent.” 

			“Damn you, Stone,” I growl. “Damn you for putting me in this position.”

			“We were always headed here. Ever since you just couldn’t let your parents’ murder go,” he continues. “By trying to expose us, you put yourself—and us—on the tracks for this inevitable collision, Blake. I didn’t put you in this position. You did. But it’s that dogged determination and that passion that fuels your life and career that makes me want you by my side—that makes me want you with us.”

			I run a hand through my hair and stare up at the moon for a long moment. Oddly enough, I feel a sense of peace descending over me. The strangest thing about all of this is that now that all my fears have been confirmed… now that I know who was behind the murder of my parents, the abduction of my sister, and the repeated assassination attempts, is that rather than feeling overwhelmed by my emotions or buried under the weight of my thoughts, I feel calm. I feel resolved. Determined. I feel clear and focused.

			And for the first time since I was a kid—the first time since I found my parents’ bodies—I feel the dark stain the Thirteen left on my heart beginning to fade. 

			“I am offering you this chance this one time, Blake,” Stone presses. “Take my offer now. I will not ask you again.”

			“And if I say ‘no,’ what are you going to do? Kill me?” 

			“Yes,” he says simply. “Don’t make me have to do that. Join me.” 

			I shake my head. “Do what you have to do, because I won’t. I’ve devoted my life to stopping people like you. I’m not going to throw that all away now,” I say. “What you do isn’t for some noble idea or higher calling. Don’t lie to yourself, and most of all, don’t insult my intelligence by suggesting it is. What you and your group do isn’t for patriotism. It’s not for love of country. It’s for greed and power. That’s all.”

			“Last chance,” he says. “Stand with me. Stand with us.” 

			“No.”

			“Pity.” 

			Stone reacts quicker than I’d expected him to. But rather than going for the gun I know he’s got tucked into his shoulder harness, he lunges across the table at me. His fist connects with my chin and snaps my head to the side. There’s a bright flash and a sharp pain in my face as my ears start to ring. I throw myself back off the seat just to get out of his grasp. 

			A grunt bursts from my mouth as I hit the ground. I start to scramble to my feet, but Stone kicks me hard in the stomach, driving the breath from my lungs. Though gasping and fighting for air, I kick out, catching Stone in the knee, making it buckle. He topples to the ground and hisses in pain as a look of rage crosses his face.

			We both get to our knees, and I throw a hard combination punch that catches him in the eye and the nose. Blood bursts from both nostrils and runs down his face. He doesn’t miss a beat, though, and drives his fist into my jaw. It snaps my head backward, and I feel myself falling. My head is ringing and my vision blurs as I look up at the sky. My mouth is filled with the coppery taste of my blood and my face is throbbing with pain. I underestimated Stone’s speed and strength, and now I’m paying the price for it. 

			His face fills my field of vision, and he raises his arm. It’s then I see the barrel of the gun he’s holding. His face is smeared with blood, but he’s smiling. The parallels to the night we first met here are unmistakable. I suppose there’s a nice symmetry to it. That was the night that set this in motion, and now, here, in the same place, it’s all going to come to an end. 

			“Does this look familiar?” he asks. “Your instincts about that night were right. That was my man, and it was all a setup to get you to trust me. You should have listened to your gut, Blake. Always listen to your gut.”

			I give him a cold, bitter smile. “I did.”

			A small red dot appears on his chest, and I see Stone’s eyes widen. He throws himself to the side as the shot rings out, echoing through the darkness of the sculpture garden. Stone is quick, but not quick enough, and the bullet takes him high in the shoulder. He spins around like a top, his Glock flying off into the shadows, and drops to the ground with a hard grunt. 

			All at once, the sculpture garden comes alive with activity. The SWAT team emerges from the shadows like an army of wraiths, their weapons at the ready. Lights all around us flare to life, illuminating the park around us. Stone is trying to get to his feet as blood pours from the wound in his shoulder, his face a mask of pain and apoplectic rage. The SWAT officers bind his wrists behind his back with plastic cuffs and sit him on the concrete stool he’d been sitting on just moments before.

			One of the SWAT team members helps me to my feet and sits me down on another bench. Astra is suddenly there by my side, sitting next to me. She takes my hand in hers and squeezes it, her face a mask of worry.

			“I’m fine,” I tell her. “He punches harder than I expected, but I’m fine.” 

			She gives me a grin. “And here I thought you were a karate master.”

			“I’m gettin’ rusty.”

			“Obviously,” she says. 

			“I think I’m going back to taking lessons and getting myself in shape again.”

			“You’d better.” 

			Hedlund and Ayad emerge from the anthill of activity around us. Hedlund has been working with Ayad and a top secret Bureau task force dedicated to the Thirteen for a few years now—ever since, she told me, she found some evidence in Stone’s home of his illicit activities. She was so disturbed by what she found that she went directly to the Bureau and set those wheels in motion—which led us to where we are now.

			As Hedlund passes Stone, she glares icily at him. They exchange a few words with each other, and her expression becomes one of disgust. Ayad gently guides her away, and they stop a few feet in front of us. They’re both smiling. A medic comes over and starts cleaning me up and tending to my wounds. Outside of a split lip and possibly a broken nose, though, I’m fine. They let the medic do her thing and depart to go see Stone before they say anything. 

			“Excellent work, Agent Wilder,” Ayad says. 

			I look up at them. “Did the recording come out?”

			Hedlund nods. “Every word is crystal clear. We’ve got him dead to rights,” she says. “Thanks to you.” 

			“And Kit?”

			“She’s with our team now. She’s awake, alert, and is asking for you,” Hedlund says.

			“Good,” I nod. “That’s good.”

			As it turns out, Kit has been working with Ayad and Hedlund’s group for some time now. When Kit mentioned Stone’s name, it had been meant as a warning to me. She’s been feeding them intel in exchange for full immunity from any charges for her actions over the years. The US Attorneys who crafted the deal weren’t thrilled with her getting off scot-free, but they deferred to Hedlund who argued that they needed to make the deal for the greater good. 

			I was right about the flash drive. It does have all the evidence they needed to prosecute Stone and a host of his conspirators. Stone knew Kit had it and was working hard to get it. He’d used Hedlund to orchestrate the shake-up in our field office. Luckily for me, Hedlund knew what he was doing and set the wheels in motion to bring this all to a head. She played him while making him think he was the one playing her. Nice.

			It was Hedlund who helped put Ayad in his place, to function as her eyes and ears and keep close tabs on everything going on. She was the one steering the events that led us to this inevitable conclusion. 

			“We’ve had our issues, Agent Wilder, and I’m sure we’ll never be drinking pals,” Hedlund starts. “But I just want to say you did amazing work. I have nothing but the utmost respect for you and the job you do. Congratulations. This is only possible because of you—because of your grit and determination.”

			“I agree wholeheartedly,” Ayad adds.  

			“Thank you, senator,” I say. “Thank you, chief.” 

			Somebody calls for them, and they excuse themselves, leaving me alone with Astra again. She looks over at me and smiles.

			“It’s over,” she says. “It’s really over.”

			“It… is,” I say with wonder in my voice.

			“How do you feel?”

			“I’m not even sure yet,” I admit. “But I don’t think I’m going to believe it’s over until everybody listed on that flash drive is sitting in jail. And then… I don’t know.”

			Astra wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. I lay my head on her shoulder and look at the activity buzzing around us. My eyes travel to Stone, who’s still sitting on the concrete stool glaring at me with raw hatred on his face. I give him a smile and a wink. He returns my greeting with a string of profanities.

			Ayad walks over and delivers a vicious backhand that rocks Stone’s head to the side. It does the trick though—Stone shuts up. Ayad gives us both a sheepish grin.

			“Not something a Boy Scout would do,” Astra cracks. 

			“You must be rubbing off on me, Russo,” he replies. 

			“That’s good,” Astra calls back. “It’ll be good for you.”

			“That remains to be seen.”

			Ayad walks away again, and Astra turns to me.

			“How did you know you could trust them?” she asks.

			It’s a question I’ve asked myself a few times since we arranged this whole scene. And the only answer I can come up with is that when I first talked to Stone, what I’d said was true. I wanted to believe him. I did simply because I respected him so much. But there was something in the back of my mind that kept nagging at me. That kept me from going all-in with him. It was as if my subconscious was alerting me to something my conscious mind couldn’t see. It was telling me to be wary. And so, I was.

			But when I spoke with Hedlund and Ayad that night in my apartment, when they showed me everything they had to back up their words, I heard the clear, unmistakable ring of truth. That hesitancy I felt with Stone wasn’t there with Hedlund and Ayad. Simply put and against all odds, I found myself believing I could trust them. And so, I did that too. 

			I look over at Astra and shrug. “I finally listened to my gut.” 
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			Marco’s Corner Diner; Downtown Seattle

			“It’s really over,” I say. “I can’t believe it’s really over.”

			Kit smiles at me. “That makes two of us.” 

			She’s sitting in a wheelchair at the table and reaches out to take my hand. All around us, the restaurant is filled with the sound of revelry and joy. I look around at everybody filling the restaurant. It’s filled with the people we love most in the world who are here celebrating the destruction of the Thirteen and my sister’s re-emergence into the world of the living. With her immunity deal now locked in place, she can begin building her life. 

			It seems fitting that we start it here at Marco’s. It’s where I usually get together with my cousin Maisey and my aunt Annie for dinner. It’s kind of like a family spot. And I’m happy to say our family is expanding. Marco, who owns this restaurant, proposed to Maisey. My aunt, who lived too many years as a bitter spinster, has opened herself up and has been dating a man named Gerald for a few months now.

			And of course, we can now freely include Kit into our family plans. No more sneaking around, popping in and out of town for short, quick visits, then skulking back out of town before the wrong people find her. And no more having to stay away for weeks and months at a time. Now, we can all gather as a family, free and unfettered. 

			To celebrate this momentous occasion, Marco closed the restaurant to the public and is hosting our party. We invited only those closest to us, and Marco has laid out quite a spread. Rick and Nina put up a couple of large screens for the viewing party portion of this soiree, and there is nothing but love and joy filling the air around us. I haven’t felt this good and this free since… well… before my parents were murdered. 

			“How are you ladies feeling?” April asks as she stops by our table.

			“We’re doing great,” Kit says. “Just catching up.”

			“I imagine you guys will be doing that for a while,” she smiles.

			“You’re not wrong about that,” I say. “There are literally years’ worth of things we need to talk about and catch up on.” 

			April laughs. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.”

			“Hey,” I stop her before she walks off. “April, I need to thank you for everything you’ve done. You kept Kit safe, and I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

			“And you’ll never have to. Kit and I are family too,” she says.

			“We are,” Kit replies. 

			April leans down and kisses the top of her head, then bustles off to mingle with everybody else. I glance over and see Annie and Gerald canoodling in the corner and laugh. A year ago, the thought of Annie canoodling with anybody would have made me laugh. But today, it just seems… normal. 

			“She looks happy,” Kit notes.

			“She does. I’m really glad to see it.”

			“Me too.” 

			Brody and Marcy pop by our table to offer their congratulations. Kit smiles at them. They’ve all only met a couple of times, but they talk like old friends. 

			“So… how does it feel to be back among the living?” Brody asks. 

			“I haven’t felt this light on my feet in a long time,” I tell him. “Not since I was a kid.”

			“Well, we’re glad to have you back,” he says. 

			“Thanks, Brody,” Kit tells him. “And thanks for helping look after my sister. She needs it sometimes.”

			He grins. “Yeah, she does.” 

			“Shut up,” I protest with a laugh.

			Marcy grins. I’m happy to report that she’s gotten at least two new tattoos since the last time I saw her, and her hair is now a two-tone shade of black and pink, split down the middle. “You do realize you’re going to have to give me the exclusive, right? This story sounds insane.”

			“It was insane,” I say and point to the TVs. “It’s going to get a lot nuttier too.” 

			“Can’t wait,” Marcy says. 

			Brody and Marcy wave goodbye and then walk over to Pax and May. I appreciate that everybody is taking care to not overstimulate or overtax Kit. They’re being considerate enough to pop by, share a few words, and move on. She’s getting better, but she still isn’t one hundred percent. She still gets tired easily and hasn’t yet regained all her color.

			Her memories are starting to come back, but they’re spotty and fragmented. But the doctor said we should be encouraged by the fact that they’re coming back at all. And I am. I’m just anxious to have my sister back whole and complete again.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask. 

			She laughs softly. “The same as when you asked me five minutes ago.” 

			“Can I get you anything? Something to drink? A plate of food?” 

			“I’m fine. I promise.” 

			“All right, everybody,” Rick calls out. “Eyes up!” 

			Marco quickly dims the lights in the restaurant as the screens flare to life. Everybody quickly finds a seat and settles in as the feed from one of the local news stations comes up. 

			“Turn it up,” Pax calls out.

			“We have a breaking story out of Washington this evening and have been working with a source to flesh out the details,” the anchor starts. 

			The reports are being fed to Dana Tierney, the anchor, by Senator Hedlund directly. Hedlund told me yesterday that she’s been working with Tierney to shape and craft the story to control the flow of information and what gets out into the public sphere. Hedlund was very concerned about managing the narrative and public perception to avoid making it more of a catastrophe than it was already going to be. She feared that if people knew the full truth about what was going on, it would incite civil unrest. So, Hedlund thought it best to keep them in the dark about the extent of the corruption. 

			Honestly, I’m not sure how much I agree. I don’t like the idea of keeping secrets from the public. But she gave me her word that it would be handled well, and I have no choice but to trust her.

			“Our source, who chooses to remain anonymous, has provided me with a treasure trove of documents related to last year’s major exposure of a wide-ranging corruption network in all levels of our government, law enforcement, intelligence agencies, and even our judiciary,” the anchor says. “Today’s arrests account for the ringleaders of a group called The Thirteen who were responsible for the murder of three Supreme Court justices, as well as many other instances of murder, blackmail, fraud, conspiracy, and corruption.”

			The feed cuts to a shot of federal agents hauling two Congressmen out of their offices in the Rayburn Building, then to a shot of more agents in their dark blue windbreakers with FBI stenciled across the back hauling boxes out as well. 

			“So far, the FBI has arrested two Senators, three high-ranking Cabinet officials, four influential lobbyists, two federal judges, a four-star general, and high-ranking FBI agent Maximillian Stone, believed to be the leader of this group. In addition to these thirteen, arrests of several House Representatives and other government officials have also been carried out, with more arrests sure to follow. We’ll bring you more as we have it.”

			Cheers and applause erupt around the restaurant as we see more shots of people being arrested and hauled away. But then the news feed is cut, and Rick puts on some music. A few people clear away some of the tables to make an impromptu dance floor. Maisey and Marco join Marcy and Brody out there, dancing up a storm. The laughter and conversation nearly drown out the music, and the good, happy vibes are thick inside the restaurant. 

			Paxton walks over to us and gives Kit a hug before kneeling down beside the table. He looks at us with a wide, goofy smile on his face but says nothing for several long moments.

			“What?” I finally ask. 

			He shrugs. “Just glad to see that all the running and hiding is over. Glad to see the Wilder sisters are back together and out in the world again.”

			“Me too,” Kit says. “You have no idea.”

			“So? What’s next for you guys?” he asks.

			I squeeze Kit’s hand tight and shake my head. “I’m not sure. But whatever it is, I’m really excited about it.” 
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			Thanks for reading No More Lies, book 13 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series. I hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I loved writing it and wrapping up the mystery with The Thirteen! If you want to read something really fun and thrilling until the next Blake Wilder book, may I suggest - Pax Arrington Mysteries & Olivia Knight FBI Mystery Thrillers if you haven’t read them before.

			My intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously. I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.

			So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friend,
Elle Gray

			P.S. I'm working hard the rest of the summer to bring you more books soon :)
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