
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Prison Break

Copyright © 2024 by Elle Gray

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Author's Note

Connect with Elle Gray

Also by Elle Gray


[image: ]

[image: ]

The Emerald Lounge, Downtown Seattle; Seattle, WA

“It means you’re out, Blake. I’m so sorry, but you’re out as the Black Cell team lead.”

I raise my glass and take a long swallow of my scotch, hoping it’ll make DD Church’s words go down a little easier. It doesn’t. They keep bouncing around in my head, and I can’t seem to do anything to make them stop.

“Tina,” I call to the waitress and wave my glass at her. “One more, please?”

“Comin’ right up,” she calls back.

The band on stage is all right. They’re not great, but it’s not like I’m really hearing them anyway. I sit back, close my eyes, and try again to let the music carry me away. Most of the time, when I’m troubled, I turn on a little John Coltrane or Miles Davis and let their music transport me somewhere else. It usually takes me to a place where none of my problems matter. A place where the only thing I hear is the sound of their music.

Music and scotch therapy, as I like to call it, usually help me clear my head and calm my soul. But not tonight. No matter how hard I try to focus on the notes and melodies, though, they’re not cutting through all the other noise in my brain. It’s not making me feel one iota better.

“Thought I might find you here.”

“I see you’re putting those finely honed investigative skills to good use.”

“Wasn’t that hard. This is where you come when you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

I open my eyes again to find Astra staring back at me with a wry curl to her lips.

“I’ll have you know I also come here when I’m in a good mood or when I just want to enjoy some good music and get away from the world for a while,” I tell her.

“But the look on your face says you’re throwing a pity party tonight.”

“I am,” I respond. “It’s a party of one, and you’re not invited, so get lost.”

She laughs. Astra is trying to keep things lighthearted, but I can see the concern in her eyes. Like me, she’s worried about her future. And with everything that’s happened these last few days, I can’t say she’s not right to be.

“So, I take it you heard,” I say.

“I did. The rumor mill travels fast around the field office when big changes are in the offing,” she replies. “I’m just kind of curious why I didn’t hear it from you though.”

“Bunch of gossipy hens have nothing better to do than spread rumors.”

“Technically speaking, is it a rumor if it’s true?”

“That’s fair, I guess.”

Tina, the waitress, stops by the table and drops off my glass of scotch, then sets one down in front of Astra as well.

“Seems like you could use one too, hon,” she says to Astra, then gives me a wink. “And don’t worry, it’s on this one.”

“Well then, I’m happy to indulge a bit,” Astra replies.

Tina turns and hustles off, leaving us sitting in an uncomfortable silence. I open my mouth several times, hoping to conjure some bit of insight or wisdom that will provide us with some clarity, or at least make us feel better about the situation, but nothing comes out. So, instead, I take a swallow of my drink, then stare down into my glass. I’ve never really been at the kind of loss for words I am right now. But everything seems to be falling apart all around us, and I really don’t know what to say. There seems to be nothing to say.

“So? Why did I have to hear it from the gossips in the FO?” Astra asks again.

I shake my head and frown. “Because I’m still processing what happened.”

“And what did happen?”

“Kathryn freaking Hedlund happened.”

Astra leans back in the booth and takes a sip of her drink. The concern in her eyes grows brighter, but she also doesn’t seem surprised. Hedlund has been gunning for me—and by extension, for my team—for a long time now. This is just the latest salvo in our long-running war. Unfortunately for me and for the rest of us, this time, she scored a direct hit. And it seems like it may be a kill shot.

“What did she do? How did this happen?” Astra finally asked.

“I have no idea how, but Hedlund somehow managed to outmaneuver DD Church and Senator Barlow,” I reply.

“Does this have to do with Atlanta?”

“Is there any doubt?” I respond.

Prior to our last case, we worked a mass shooting in Atlanta that turned out to be a lot more complex than how it first presented. The shooting traced back to some very wealthy, very powerful, and very well-connected people who are now sitting in prison because of our efforts. Senator Hedlund had tried to discourage me from investigating the shooting. She told me there would be consequences for following through and getting to the bottom of the case.

Hedlund and her cronies had tried to obstruct and derail our investigation at every turn. She’d had lackeys in the Atlanta field office steal evidence and plant false stories in the media. They’d even gone so far as to set up a patsy. We uncovered all the dirt they tried to sweep under the rug and made sure everybody knew it… not that Hedlund’s fingerprints were on it. Very little of what we’d uncovered could be tied directly to the Senator and her allies, of course. But the stink of it was so bad, not even the Bureau brass could ignore it, and heads in Atlanta rolled.

Unfortunately for me, the axe kept swinging. In the wake of the bloodbath—both figuratively and literally—in Atlanta, I was hauled before the Office of Professional Responsibility on some trumped-up, bogus charges and was looking at a lengthy suspension, if not an outright dismissal. It was all Hedlund and DeClerk’s doing. Church and her longtime ally, Senator Elliot Barlow, a man with his eyes on the Oval Office, drafted me to find his kidnapped daughter. In exchange, they promised to get me out from under the OPR debacle and make it go away.

After we rescued not just Barlow’s daughter, but the children of several other prominent families, they did manage to quash the OPR situation. But they got outflanked by Hedlund and her cronies and, as a result, I’m out. I’ve been stripped of my command of the Black Cell teams… the teams I created, oversaw, and had tremendous success with.

“What’s going to happen now?” Astra asks.

“I have absolutely no idea,” I reply.

“Are we all going to be reassigned?”

It’s a valid question. But that, too, is a question I don’t have an answer to. Vince DeClerk, the former ASAC of the Atlanta FO, was demoted and reassigned to North Dakota or something for his role in the fiasco down south. His career is effectively dead. He earned that. But us? All we did was close out two high-profile, high-stakes cases. We did good work and saved lives. How have we earned this? What did we do wrong?

“I have no idea what’s going to happen, Astra. I’m as in the dark about everything as you are,” I tell her. “All I know is that all of us are benched until we get our orders.”

Her expression darkens. It’s obviously not what she wanted to hear, but I’m not going to lie or sugarcoat anything. We’re in a tough spot. One of the toughest we’ve ever been in, and I honestly have no idea how deep this hole goes or where we’re going to end up once we climb out.

“Fantastic.”

“Yeah.”

“I can see why you decided to drink the night away.”

“I figured it was something to do,” I say. “It beats sitting at home staring at the walls.”

“I suppose it does.”

The band announces they’re taking a break and walks off stage. Music begins to play through the lounge’s speakers, and the buzz of conversation grows louder.

“Do you think Church screwed us?” Astra asks.

I’ve had a longstanding disdain for politics and politicians in general. And I’ve always viewed the higher ups in the Bureau hierarchy as politicians in sheep’s clothing. At the very least, those types are climbers, which are oftentimes worse than regular politicos because they’re more apt to murder you, then step over your body as they ascend the rungs of power. Political animals, at least, will look you in the eye while they stab you in the back. I guess that’s something.

I’ve been a longtime admirer of DD Lauren Church. Even though she’s part of the Bureau hierarchy and is, by my own definition, a climber. But she isn’t like most of them, and I’ve always considered her to be one of us. She started in the trenches doing grunt work like us. She kicked down doors, collared bad guys, and even took a bullet the same way we do. She’s widely considered, and not just by me, to be one of the most brilliant minds in the whole of the Bureau and is usually on a short list whenever the Director’s chair opens. It’s only a matter of time before that chair is hers.

But now, in the wake of this disaster, I’m left reassessing everything I think I know about DD Church. Had I let my admiration for her cloud my judgment? I don’t want to believe I was wrong about her. I don’t want to believe she used me and my team just to stockpile a little more political capital. It doesn’t seem to jibe with everything I know about her. I’ve made mistakes before. People have fooled me in one way or another now and then. But I don’t want to accept that my read on Lauren Church was so wrong that she could have manipulated me that badly.

“I don’t think she screwed us. I don’t want to believe that,” I tell Astra. “But I’d be lying if I said there isn’t a part of me that wonders how hard she tried to save us. I don’t pretend to know the inner workings and all the incestuous relationships inside the Beltway… so yeah, there’s a piece of me that wonders if she prioritized those connections over her word to us.”

“Yeah, I’ve had the same sort of thoughts. Although you’re probably a lot more generous than I’ve been in my own mind.”

The corners of my mouth flicker, and I lower my gaze to my glass again. “How is the rest of the team doing?”

“Not great. A lot of fear and uncertainty. Everybody’s wondering if we’re going to get shipped off to Siberia with DeClerk.”

“I’m sure.”

“So, if I may ask, what are you going to do?”

As the band steps back on stage after their break, I drain the last of my scotch, set the glass down, and shake my head.

“I don’t know, Astra. I really don’t,” I admit. “But for now, I recommend going and spending some time with Benjamin. Get away for a few days and have some fun. Just… get away from all this for a while. I have a feeling we’re going to have some big decisions to make in the coming days or weeks, so we all might as well enjoy a little time off.”

Her frown tells me that’s not what she wants to hear, but I have nothing else to offer at the moment. I’m in the dark as much as any of them.

“What are you going to do?” Astra asks.

The smile on my face is weak, and I’m sure it looks sickly and fake. But I feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut with a steel-toed boot, and it’s all I can muster right now.

“I’m going to have dinner with my aunt and cousin.”
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Residence of Annie Cuppin, Puget Ridge District; Seattle, WA

“It’s been way too long, dear,” my Aunt Annie says as she pulls me into a warm embrace.

“It’s good to see you, too, Annie. Love what you did with your hair.”

Annie pats her hair, pleased that I noticed. She’s dyed it to a deep, rich shade of brown, wiping out the gray threads that had been creeping in. It’s surprising since I always recall her saying she was going to age gracefully and let herself embrace it rather than trying to cover it up and pretend to be younger than she is. Her chocolate-brown eyes sparkle, and she’s got a smile on her thin lips that I recognize all too easily.

“So? What’s his name? Will he be joining us for dinner tonight?” I ask.

“Oh, stop,” she says, unable to keep the smile off her face.

Annie’s smooth, pale cheeks flush bright red, and she giggles. It’s the giggle that really throws me for a loop, though, since it’s such an odd, foreign noise coming out of my usually stiff and stoic aunt’s mouth. When I first came to live with Annie, after the murder of my parents, I was twelve years old, and she was the most rigid and unyielding person I’d ever met. Annie had no social life, had sworn off men, and was—for lack of a better word—a spinster.

Her rigidity was tough to deal with growing up, but that was her thing, so I didn’t try to change her. What bothered me the most about it, though, was that she was pushing that sort of mindset and lifestyle onto my cousin, Maisey. For so many years, Maisey hid herself away from the world, and Annie was the ultimate helicopter parent. Well into Maisey’s twenties, she’d never gone on a date, never had a boyfriend, and had no real social life to speak of either. I tried to encourage Maisey to break out of that shell, which had always been a point of contention between me and my aunt.

But what a difference a few years makes. Both women have come screaming out of their shells and have embraced an entirely new world and mindset. Maisey has a fiancé—a very kind man named Marco, who owns a wonderful little restaurant. They’re adorable together and are absolutely perfect for each other. And Annie herself has apparently landed herself a man, if that flush in her cheeks is telling me anything. I can’t possibly be happier for them both.

“Seriously, Auntie. What’s his name?” I press.

Her cheeks are practically glowing neon red as she takes my hand and pulls me into the house. “Come on. Let’s go see your cousin.”

Laughing, I follow Annie into the dining room where Maisey and Marco are already sitting. They jump up when I walk through the door and hug me. We exchange pleasantries as we sit down and share a glass of wine while Annie walks around the pony wall and into the kitchen to keep working on dinner.

“It smells wonderful in here, Annie,” I say.

“I made your favorite—pot roast with all the trimmings.”

“Well, it smells delicious, and I can’t wait,” I say. “But don’t think I’m going to stop asking about your new man.”

“She’s been so tight-lipped about it,” Maisey tells me. “But she’s canceled plans with me and Marco twice now, so I’d say things are getting pretty serious.”

“I’d say that’s a sign,” I reply.

“Hush up now, children. Stop gossiping,” Annie teasingly scolds us.

As Annie lays out an amazing meal that we dive into, the conversation is lively and fun. There’s more laughter and good humor around the table in this one dinner than I ever remember having around it while we were growing up. I honestly haven’t felt this good and light in a while. This dinner is the balm my soul needed.

“What about you?” Annie asks. “Any new men in your life?”

I scoff. “No.”

“Why not?” Annie asks. “You’re a beautiful young woman with a lot to offer.”

“She’s right,” Maisey chimes in. “You’re a catch, Cousin.”

“Seconded,” Marco agrees.

I chuckle uneasily. “Because relationships are complicated, emotions are messy, and I’ve got too much going on to worry about it.”

“Honey, you need to make the time to have a life,” Annie says.

I gape at her with amusement on my face. “I recall hearing the same things coming out of my mouth in regard to you—”

Annie waves me off. “We’re talking about you right now,” she cuts me off. “And besides, I have a life now. So, it’s time you take your own advice.”

“She’s not wrong,” Maisey adds.

“Okay, okay, let’s stop ganging up on me,” I say.

They don’t, of course. They spend the next half an hour sharing all the reasons I should find a man, settle down, and make a lot of babies—none of which makes me want to actually do any of those things. If I didn’t know it was all coming from a good, loving place, I might be annoyed. But they’re only badgering me about it because they care. More than anything, they want to see me happy. What they don’t realize is I don’t need to be in a relationship to be happy.

“Guys, I appreciate the encouragement. I do. I’m thankful you guys care so much,” I tell them. “But I’m having enough trouble navigating my career right now and don’t need the added stress and drama of being in a relationship.”

Maisey and Annie both seem like they’re about to launch into another round of telling me how great love is, but they exchange a glance and, as if by some silent accord, seem to agree to drop it. Thank God.

“What’s going on with your career?” Annie asks and takes a sip of her wine. “Are you having trouble at the Bureau?”

The breath I blow out is half frustrated, half amused. “You could say that.”

“What’s going on?” Maisey asks.

I hadn’t intended to come here and mention a word. The last thing I wanted was to spend the evening talking—or perhaps more accurately, whining—about my job. But when I open my mouth to tell them it’s nothing, my body and brain betray me, and I unleash a vomitous diatribe about the situation, telling them everything that’s going on, and of course, my feelings about it as well as about everybody involved. My rant lasts about half an hour, maybe forty-five minutes. I’m not entirely sure only because recounting the garbage I’m dealing with threw me into some sort of out-of-body experience, and time ceased to have any meaning.

By the time I’m done spewing, Maisey, Annie, and Marco are all looking a little shell-shocked. They look wrung out and like they’ve just gone through some things. As if it’s a choreographed move, they all pick up their wine glasses and take a long swallow.

“Sorry,” I say sheepishly.

“Wow,” Maisey says. “I’m sorry you’re going through that.”

“That just doesn’t seem right,” Annie chimes in. “Isn’t there somebody you can talk to about all this? Somebody who can fix this?”

“I’m afraid there isn’t. I mean, I can always go to OPR, but the people who are doing this have OPR in their pockets,” I say. “And if I make too much noise, I’m afraid things can get worse.”

“I mean… they’ve taken your team and your command away from you. How much worse can it get?” Maisey asks.

“Believe me, it can get worse. A lot worse. They could reassign me to the middle of nowhere and force me to spend my days investigating missing cattle and alien abductions,” I say.

“Investigating alien abductions actually sounds kind of cool,” Marco says, earning him a nudge in the ribs from Maisey.

“Marco,” she admonishes him.

“Sorry,” he says.

I chuckle softly. “Nothing to be sorry about.”

Annie takes a drink of her wine, but I can see the tight-lipped, almost prissy expression on her face. It’s a face I know all too well. It’s the expression she gets when she has something to say but is trying to hold her tongue out of propriety’s sake. My aunt is nothing if not proper.

“What is it?” I ask.

“What is what?”

“What it is you want to say that you’re practically choking on?” I ask. “I opened the door, so you have every right to voice your opinion.”

She takes another sip of wine and seems to be pleased that I’m allowing her to give her opinion on my life—something I actively resisted when I was younger.

Annie carefully sets her wine glass down and at least pretends to be gathering her thoughts. I know my aunt well enough to know she’s had this locked and loaded for a while and has no real need to take a running start. But she wants to look proper because that’s my aunt.

“Well, since you asked,” she starts. “You know I’ve never liked you doing that job. It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable—I know you are. But it’s just so dangerous, and you’re constantly exposed to the worst people in the world… I just hate that you’re so steeped in that world, Blake. I imagine it has to eat away at your soul.”

She’s not wrong. I can’t deny that being immersed in that world, seeing the terrible things I’ve seen and dealing with the monsters I deal with on a near daily basis, has eroded pieces of my soul. I tend to see the world as a much darker place and regard people with more suspicion today than the day I took my oath and got my credentials. I was probably more idealistic and perhaps a bit more optimistic than I am now. But that’s probably to be expected when you do this job. I knew what I was signing up for, so I’m not going to whine about it.

But not everything about the job is doom and gloom. There are moments of profound beauty that mend those broken pieces of my heart and soul. I’m thinking specifically of watching the families we just reunited. It was a touching moment and one I know I’m going to remember for the rest of my life. Wins like that make it easier to deal with the inherent darkness of the job and remind me exactly why I do this job.

“I’m not going to say it doesn’t chip away at my soul,” I tell Annie. “But there are moments that heal those pieces that get worn down too. It’s not all bad.”

“It’s just such a thankless job though,” Annie says.

“I agree,” Maisey adds. “And I hate what they’re doing to you, Blake. You deserve so much better than that.”

“It’s just the nature of the beast, I’m afraid.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Annie says.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you have a degree in psychology, and I happen to think you would make an absolutely wonderful counselor,” she states. “You’d still be helping people, which is why you told me you joined the Bureau to begin with. And you wouldn’t have to deal with the politics and backstabbing you’re dealing with right now.”

“You just sound so frustrated and beaten down,” Maisey adds gently. “Maybe you should think about doing something else. It might be time for you to have a second act—something that might be just as rewarding without all the politics.”

I open my mouth to respond, then close it again as Annie’s words echo through my mind. I can’t say the idea of being able to help people and not have to deal with all the backbiting and politics doesn’t have its appeal. Granted, I’ve known from the start that I’d have to wade through the muck of politics eventually. And I’ve been able to navigate it fairly well. Until now. I’ve never faced the sort of opposition I’m up against right now. Nor have I ever had the sort of powerful people lining up to take a shot at me that are jumping into the queue right now. It’s not just daunting; it’s disheartening.

“I’ve been a Bureau agent for a long time now, and I never thought about being anything else,” I finally say. “Never thought I could be something else.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, it’s that you can do anything you want to do. You can be whoever you want,” Annie pushes. “One thing you should really ask yourself is whether you’re happy. You deserve to be happy, Blake. You deserve all the joy in the world. If you’re not finding that at the Bureau anymore, maybe Maisey is right, and you should consider having a second act… one that will make you happy.”

“If you’re right, and they reassign you to Timbuktu where you’re going to be miserable and your career is going to languish and die, why would you agree to that? We only have this one go around, Cousin. Don’t you owe it to yourself to make it count?” Maisey adds.

It’s funny. Whether I’m happy or not isn’t something I’ve really given much thought to. The job I do is satisfying. It’s fulfilling. But does it make me happy? I can say that what’s going on right now doesn’t make me happy. The thought of being stuck out in the middle of nowhere and watching my career wither fills me with a dread more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt before. And the simple answer is no: that wouldn’t make me happy. It would make me absolutely miserable.

All I’ve ever really wanted to be is a Bureau agent. But for the first time, with Annie and Maisey’s words ringing in my head and facing a suddenly very uncertain future with the Bureau, I start to wonder if it’s time to get off that train and, as they say, start a second act. One that would not just fulfill me but make me happy.

Happy. There’s a novel concept.
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Special Operations Command Center – PNW, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

“She’s late. Figures,” I grumble as I check my watch.

Is this another power move? Is she flexing her authority and control over me? Or is she just caught in traffic? At this point, I think it could probably go either way. I didn’t even know DD Church was in town until she texted me last night while I was at Annie’s, asking me to meet her here… wherever here is.

I’m standing alone in a parking lot just south of downtown Seattle, or SoDo, in the city’s industrial district, which was built back in the early 1900s on what was once the mudflats and lowlands of Elliott Bay, which sits just to the east. From where I am, I can see Lumen Field, home of the Seahawks, as well as T-Mobile Park, home of the Mariners and Sounders in the distance to the north of me. We had a case that ended relatively close to here. As I recall, it was Paige’s first case with the team, and we were able to bring down a network of particularly nasty gun runners.

The memory brings with it an unexpected and curious wave of nostalgia. I guess the nostalgia probably shouldn’t surprise me too much, given the thoughts that have been going through my mind after my conversation with Annie and Maisey last night. It’s not something I really ever thought I’d contemplate, but I’m actually considering retiring from the Bureau and pursuing my second act. What that second act might entail, I’m not sure. Maybe I could be a counselor. The only thing about that is, I already know I’d miss the excitement and adrenaline highs this job gives me. I’m not an adrenaline junkie, but the rush of this job is both undeniable and addictive.

But if not a counselor, what could I do? I suppose I could go the PI route and either open my own shop or sign on with my friend Paxton. He’s made overtures over the years, so I know he’d be happy to have me on board. It might not be as big of an adrenaline rush as chasing down gun runners, but it would probably have its moments. And I’d still be helping people. But would it be enough for me? I honestly don’t know.

Standing in front of me is an aged and weathered red brick building with faded white trim around the blacked-out glass block windows on the first floor. The industrial windows on the second floor haven’t been blacked out, but from where I’m standing, look suspiciously reinforced. As I look around and study the building a little closer, I notice things that seem out of place to me. High-tech keypad entries, steel reinforced doors, and high-quality surveillance cameras discreetly placed all around.

I’d thought the tall, iron fencing that surrounded the building was to keep would-be vandals out, but now I’m starting to reconsider. The faded black lettering on the weathered wooden sign that still stands beside the walk that leads to the front door reads, “Healing Light Church & Ministry,” though I doubt it’s been a church in quite some time. And besides, what kind of church needs this kind of defensive tech?

“What is this place?” I wonder aloud.

A black Escalade pulls through the gate and parks next to my car. A large, burly man whose stiff demeanor and dour face marks him out as a Fed gets out from behind the wheel, then opens the rear door. Deputy Director Lauren Church steps out and says a quiet word to her driver. He nods and gets back into the vehicle as she pulls her dark, thigh-length coat around herself a little tighter, then walks over to me. A couple inches taller than me, with ashy-blond hair that’s pulled back into a tight ponytail, and with a lean, athletic physique, she cuts an impressive figure. As upset as I am by everything that’s happened, I guess I’m still a bit of a fangirl. Much to my shame.

“Thank you for meeting me here, Blake,” she says.

“Where is here?”

The corner of her mouth flickers up, and she pulls a keycard out of her coat pocket. “Let me show you around first.”

“What’s going on here, Deputy Director? What is this place?”

“Come on. See for yourself.”

My curiosity beats back the trepidation, and I follow DD Church up the walk. We climb the three concrete stairs, and she swipes the keycard over the pad, then places her hand on the scanner. A moment later, the pad glows green and chimes, and there is a loud clunking noise that sounds like heavy bars inside the door retracting. Church pulls the door open.

“After you, Chief.”

“I’m not sure you can call me that anymore,” I reply.

I step through the door and find myself in what was the former church’s vestibule. It’s dim and unfurnished, and the concrete slab beneath our feet is covered with a shabby, thin carpet. Across from the main door, though, is a second door; it’s white and it, too, looks to be made of reinforced steel. Another keycard reader and hand scanning unit next to the door glows softly in the gloom. Church walks over and swipes her card, then puts her hand on the scanner. It unlocks with a loud clank, and she pulls it open.

“Come on,” she instructs.

We step through the door, and I look around at the space with a touch of awe. It’s one large room with plenty of natural light streaming in from the industrial windows on the second floor I saw from outside. To my right is a staircase that leads up to an open loft that holds some bunks, and to my left is a full kitchen with a pony wall topped by a wooden bar that separates it from the rest of the room, fronted by four tall stools.

The floor of the building is wood laminate, and a long table sits in the center of the room with a dozen chairs around it. Along the wall to my right, beneath the blacked-out windows, half a dozen semi-private cubicles are lined up, and another half-dozen are situated along the wall to my left, each of them outfitted with computer stations. High up on the wall across from the main door is a large wooden cross that seems completely out of place.

“Welcome to the Special Operations Command Center, Pacific Northwest. Or the SOCCPNW,” Church says. “Most people just call it the Chapel though.”

“The Chapel, huh?”

She nods. “Once upon a time, this place was a bullet factory—this was around World War II—then it stood vacant until the seventies, when the Healing Light Church people bought it. The church stood until the mid-nineties when the founding family all died out. After that, the Bureau bought it as well as a large parcel of land around it to keep anybody from building too close, and turned it into an off-site command center.”

“Makes sense. The building is in the middle of a vacant lot in a largely vacant part of town. It’s discreet, but it’s also hiding in plain sight,” I say.

“Yes, ma’am,” she says and gestures to the cross. “Nobody ever thought to take it down when we repurposed the building, and it’s just kind of become tradition.”

“I guess it doesn’t hurt to have some added protection.”

“I think that was the original thought.”

“This is great and all, but what are we doing here, ma’am?”

Church gestures to the long conference table. “Please, have a seat.”

I hesitate, but do as she asks and take a seat. Church sits down across from me. She looks down for a moment and seems to be gathering her thoughts. For the briefest of moments, I see a bit of uncertainty in her features. It’s startling only because I’ve never known DD Church to be anything but confident and self-assured. It’s a rare moment that humanizes her for me. Just as quickly as it appeared, though, it’s gone… and the firm, stoic expression that is her default setting, if not her trademark, reappears.

“I want to say, again, just how sorry I am about how everything turned out,” she starts. “I… I failed to see the levers being pulled behind the scenes, and you paid the price.”

“I don’t blame you. I don’t think anybody could have seen it coming,” I offer charitably.

“I should have. I know exactly what kind of snake Kathryn Hedlund is, and I should have seen what she was doing. For that, I am sorry, Blake.”

An apology is not what I expected when I pulled into the lot this morning. I also don’t think it’s why I’m here. I’m more curious than ever about what this is ramping up to.

“To that end, I pulled some levers of my own,” Church says. “That’s why we’re here.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Ever since everything went down, Elliot Barlow and I have been trying to figure out how to fix what we broke. This is what we came up with.”

“And what is this, ma’am?”

“This is your new command,” she replies, gesturing to the building around us.

“I don’t understand.”

“Elliot and I, with the approval of Director Holland, have created a new task force. Your team is elite, and you will be big game hunters, Blake. You’ll have the authority to pick and choose the cases you pursue, and this task force will operate outside the normal chain of command. You and your team will be answerable directly to me. Well, me and the oversight committee that Senator Barlow and I are heading up.”

I sit back in my chair, my mind spinning like a top as I absorb everything she said. Part of me is still actively thinking about retirement and figuring out what my second act in life is going to be. Part of me is excited by the possibilities. But the other part of me is excited by what DD Church is dangling in front of me. The idea of running a team outside the normal chain of command, free from the petty politics found in a field office, is more than exciting. It’s pretty much everything I want.

Of course, the downside is that with this hierarchical structure, my direct bosses will be DD Church and Senator Barlow. While I want to believe they have my back, they’re both more political than any boss I’ve ever had before. And if things go sideways, their first instincts will be to cover their own butts while maybe hanging mine out to dry. They’re on board with me now, but where will their loyalty be if the political winds change? Will they have my back when the chips are down?

“What’s your hesitation?” she asks, as if reading my mind.

“Honestly?”

“Speak freely, Blake.”

“Honestly, ever since I was stripped of my command, I’ve been thinking about… retiring. Going into another line of work where my existence doesn’t depend on the political whims of this Senator or that Senator… or Deputy Director—”

“While I understand why you’d think about it given all that’s happened, giving up your career would be a mistake. You have so much more to give, Blake.”

“That’s kind of the problem,” I say. “I give and give, but all I seem to get for my efforts is kicked in the teeth.”

She lets out a silent laugh. “I get it. And you’re not wrong. But I’m offering you something different here.”

“Meaning?”

“Blake, I want you to understand that Elliot and I are as angry about what happened as you are. It’s why we came up with this task force idea because it puts you beyond the reach of a vindictive snake like Hedlund,” she explains. “We have both vowed to have your back and that of your team. And we’ll make sure you have every resource you require to do this job.”

“Seeing how tenuous my command can be,” I begin, “I don’t want to say yes and pull my team into this if we’re going to be back in this same situation six months from now when the political winds change. They work hard and put their lives on the line every single day on behalf of people they don’t know. Frankly, they deserve better than that, ma’am.”

“You’re right. They do. But I can promise you that’s not going to happen,” she replies.

“I don’t think that’s a promise you can make. I’m not naïve, ma’am. I know you and the senator are going to eventually move on from your current positions. I know you both want more. And when you eventually do move on, what then? We’ll be at somebody else’s mercy. Again.”

“That’s not going to happen. We’ve anticipated changes in the future. To that end, Elliot and I are building a framework that will shield you from the shifting winds.”

“And what is that framework?”

“I can’t get into the specifics right now. Just know that Kathryn Hedlund or a viper like her—once we get everything set into place—won’t be able to touch this task force… assuming you and your team are as stellar in the field as you’ve always been.”

“So, this is a results-based venture.”

“Doing the job you do—the job I did—it always has been results based. And I think you know that. The stakes are just a little higher now,” she replies.

“Yeah. I suppose I do,” I say, then look at her. “And perhaps it’s a cynical question, but what is it you’re getting out of this?”

“It’s definitely cynical. But it’s a fair question. And what I’m getting out of this is exposure. Elliot too,” she says. “Since we’ve championed this task force, our reputations will rise or fall with the work you do. The better you do, the better we’ll look—”

“And the better your political fortunes become.”

“Yes. To be frank, that’s correct.”

It’s such a blunt answer that it takes me off guard for a moment. I honestly hadn’t expected her to give me such an honest response.

“You’re staking a lot on this,” I say.

“I think it shows that I have the utmost faith in you—as well as the motivation to make sure you have all the tools you need to be successful,” she replies. “I also wanted to show you that I have your back and that I’m in this with you. And if you want total transparency, I’m going to ride your success to get to where I want to be in my own career.”

“That’s… incredibly transparent.”

She nods. “I owe you that. And listen, I know you aren’t a fan of politics and politicians. I know you don’t give out your trust easily. I want you to know that I appreciate the trust you’ve put in me to this point. I don’t take it for granted, Blake. Not at all. I’m just asking you for a little more. I’m asking you to go a little farther with me here.”

I shake my head as a low chuckle drifts from my mouth. It’s such unexpected and unvarnished honesty, I can’t help but respect it. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that if something sounds too good to be true, it usually is.

“What’s the catch?” I ask. “What is the piece of this amazing arrangement you haven’t told me yet because you know I won’t like it?”

A wry snicker passes her lips. “You don’t miss a thing, do you?”

“It’s what makes me good at my job.”

“Fair enough,” she replies, her expression growing serious. “To sell this to Director Holland, I had to package this as a multi-agency task force. You know how much he loves the appearance of cooperation between the agencies.”

I can’t keep the displeasure off my features. Not that I really tried. “And what does that cooperation between the agencies look like exactly?”

“It’s going to look like just what it sounds like. You will need to work cases with the other agencies—DEA, ATF, DHS, etcetera—every now and then.”

“Every now and then?”

“Whenever they have a case they can use our help with. It’s not an everyday thing, but once in a while when they have something big and need an assist, I’m going to need you to work with them to resolve the matter.”

I open my mouth to object, but Church holds her hand up to stop me.

“I know you don’t always work and play well with others. But I need you to learn how to do that, Blake.”

“And what will that look like, ma’am? You know the old saying about too many cooks in the kitchen. With all these departments coming in here—”

“You’re my station chief, and you are the head of the task force,” she cuts me off. “In terms of authority in this station, your word here is law regardless of agency affiliation.”

“That’s going to go over well with some of these guys.”

“Well, frankly, that’s on you to navigate,” she says. “You’re in a position of leadership, and you’ll have to find a way to work with these people while asserting and maintaining your authority.”

“My word is law here, huh?”

“It is. You’re the station chief. Plain and simple.”

I can’t lie. The offer sounds appealing… more than appealing, if I’m being honest. But being so unceremoniously stripped of my command the way I was left a bad, bitter taste in my mouth.

“I know you’re hesitant. Probably skeptical too. And I can’t say I blame you. But this is the real deal, Blake. You and I have a real chance to do some great things—things we’ll both benefit from,” she presses. “Don’t let one bad experience take you away from something you were born to do—something you’re incredible at. This assignment will be good for you. It will keep your team intact, keep them from sticking you out in Siberia, and give you a clear path up the chain of command… if that’s something you’re even interested in. Excel in this position like I know you will, and the sky is the limit for you.”

I drum my fingers on the table and purse my lips as her words rattle around in my head. “Can I think about it?”

Church looks less than pleased, probably assuming I’d jump at the offer. And to be fair, part of me wants to. As tempting as it is to say yes, for no other reason than to keep my team together, I owe it to myself to explore all the possibilities, including really considering that second act Annie and Maisey got me thinking about.

“Of course,” Church says. “But this is moving quickly, and I’m going to need an answer in forty-eight hours. If you don’t want the post, I’ll need to find somebody who does.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Sincerely,” I say. “I appreciate you even considering me for this post.”

“There’s nobody I’d rather have here. Nobody,” she says firmly.

I run a hand through my hair. “I’ll be in touch.”
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The Lotus Luxury Apartments, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

“Thanks for coming over.”

“It sounded serious,” Astra says as she steps in.

“It is.”

I close the door behind her, then follow her into the living room. Ella Fitzgerald’s distinctive voice is coming through the speakers, and I’ve got the slider open, letting in the night air. It’s a beautiful night. The moon is full and high in the darkened sky, and the breeze carries a slight hint of warmth as spring is slowly loosening its hold and giving way to summer.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” I ask.

“No, I’m good. But thanks.”

Astra drops onto the sofa and crosses her legs as I perch on the edge of the loveseat. Reaching out, I pick up my glass of scotch and cradle it between my hands, mostly just to give myself something to do with them to keep from fidgeting. I’ve spent the last day pondering Church’s proposal, weighing out all the pros and cons, and I’m still no closer to a decision.

“So, what’s going on?” she asks.

“I had a meeting with DD Church yesterday.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I reply. “She flew in from DC to make me an offer.”

“Well, color me intrigued.”

I lay out my conversation with Church and the offer she made. Astra leans forward, listening intently with one eyebrow slightly raised and a look of surprise on her face. And when I’m finished, she sits back and takes a few minutes to absorb it all, seeming to be pondering everything I said.

“Wow,” she said. “That’s quite the proposal.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“It sounds like a great opportunity for all of us,” she said. “I mean, to be free of FO politics, working the highest profile cases, and just having the freedom to get out there and do our thing without a stuffed shirt like Ayad looking over our shoulder? It’s a dream come true.”

“I thought that too.”

“So? When do we start?”

I pull a face and look away, prompting a low groan from Astra. Knowing there’s nothing I can really say and no excuse I can make, I offer her a weak smile and a shrug instead.

“This is literally everything we’ve talked about wanting,” she says. “What on earth is making you hesitate to pull the trigger?”

“It’s what Annie and Maisey said about doing something different with my life. I’ve actually been thinking a lot about it.”

“Are you serious?”

“Very.”

Astra looks at me like I just sprouted a second head. “I mean… what in the world would you do if you don’t do this job?”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about being a counselor. I’d still be able to help people, and I won’t have to deal with fielding bullets and knives in my back—metaphorical and literal. Nor would I have to worry about my job being dependent on the whims of others. That sounds really good to me.”

“I hear that, and I see where you’re coming from. But would you really be happy if you’re not out there kicking down doors and dragging in bad guys?”

“I don’t know. I could be.”

Astra stares at me with an expression of wide-eyed surprise and says nothing for a full minute. She runs a hand through her hair and shakes her head.

“Wow,” she says. “I never thought I’d see the day when Blake Wilder started talking about hanging up her spurs. That’s… shocking.”

“Believe me—I’m as surprised to be saying it as you are to hear it.”

“I’m not sure that’s entirely true.”

“I’m just tired, Astra. I’m tired of dealing with all the things we have to deal with,” I say. “And I don’t know if I have it in me to deal with the garbage we’re inevitably going to have to deal with when we’re forced to work with these other agencies.”

But this time you’re the one calling the shots.”

“Good luck telling some of these guys that.”

“I know how assertive you can be. That’s not the issue,” she says. “Besides, I don’t think that’s what this is all about anyway.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope. Want to know what I think?”

“I’m not sure. Do I?”

“I think you want to take Church’s offer. I think you want to do the job.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. And I think the only reason I’m here and you’re telling me all about this is because you want me to talk you into it. Or rather, help talk you out of turning it down,” Astra continues. “I think you want me to give you permission to do what you really want to do so you don’t feel guilty about not pursuing this idea of becoming a counselor.”

I chuckle. “That is some deep psychoanalysis.”

“I’ve probably spent too much time with you. It’s rubbed off on me,” she replies. “But it doesn’t make what I’m saying any less true.”

I sit back and take a drink of my scotch, letting Astra’s words rattle around in my head like the ice is rattling around in my glass. As much as I hate to admit it, there might be something to what she’s saying. I mean, I can’t think of another reason why I’d have invited her over to discuss it all unless I was having doubts. Am I trying to subconsciously talk myself out of pursuing another path by falling back into the familiar?

“You’re obviously looking for a reason to say yes to Church while not betraying your desire to explore your other options, so think about it another way,” Astra starts. “You’re young, Blake. You’ve got plenty of time to explore that path and go be a counselor if that’s what you want. Being a counselor is a good, noble thing, and you can help a lot of people. But realistically, you only have so many years to kick in doors and tussle with bad guys. Don’t you want to maximize those years? You’re doing a hell of a lot of good and helping a lot of people out there on the streets. You can have a second act, but it doesn’t have to be right now… mostly because I don’t think you’re ready to go down that road just yet.”

Her words hit home. And as I ponder them, I realize it’s not her permission I’m seeking. I’m looking for reasons to give myself permission to do this. To put off going down that other path… at least for now. One day, I think I want to at least look into the possibility of putting my degree to a different use. But not today. No, I think today, there is still too much good I can do out on the streets. And I think I can do even more by working with Church in this new role she’s offered me.

“Thank you, Astra.”

“Got what you need?”

“I do.”
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As I put the last of my things into the box on my desk—former desk—I look around the office I’ve called home for a while now. My gaze drifts through the window to the bullpen as waves of memories—some good, some bad—wash over me. We had some tremendous success in this unit. We also suffered some incomprehensible losses. All in all, though, I want to believe the scales are weighted toward the good we did here.

I turn around and take one last pass through the cabinets in my credenza, making sure I haven’t left anything behind. As I work, I stiffen up when I hear the doors in the bullpen hiss as they slide open followed by light footsteps coming my way. I was hoping to get in and out of here without having to speak with him.

“I was hoping to catch you before you left,” SAC Bomani Ayad says.

Gritting my teeth, I turn around. “Come to gloat, sir?”

He recoils like I slapped him, a perplexed expression on his face. “And what exactly would I be gloating about?”

“I heard the Black Cell unit is being reorganized and placed under your direct command.”

He lowers his gaze to the floor as his face falls. I’m not sure if it’s because he genuinely feels bad or because he feels bad that I found out. Like I keep telling him, a field office is a gossipy nest of backstabbing vipers. It’s a lesson he would do well to remember if he’s going to succeed in the long term in his position. Ayad finally raises his gaze to meet mine.

“You have to believe that I never asked for this, Blake.”

“Do I though?”

“This is not my doing.”

“No, this is your benefactor’s doing. And given how close you are with the senator, I have a hard time believing you didn’t know this was coming down.”

“I didn’t.”

I stare at him for a long moment, looking deep into his eyes, searching for the truth in his words. Ayad stares back, letting me. Ultimately, I conclude that he’s telling the truth. He didn’t know Hedlund was planning this strike against me. Not that it changes anything. He’s known since he was assigned to this FO that she’s been gunning for me, and because of his close, personal relationship with her, he’s done nothing to stop her. At least, that’s what I believe.

“Well, whether you knew or not, here we are,” I say.

“I want you to know that while we may not have always seen eye to eye on things, I’ve always had the utmost respect for you. You’re a fine agent—one of the best I’ve ever worked with, Blake. I want you to believe that.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Seems like you landed on your feet though. I understand you’ve got a new assignment,” he says. “You’re heading up a new task force?”

“That’s right.”

He gives me a wry expression. “Seems like you’ve got benefactors of your own.”

“I guess I’ve learned it never hurts to have a few people in your corner.”

My words seem to sting him, and Ayad frowns and looks away. He seems to want to tell me that he’s always been in my corner, but I think we both know it’s not true, so he wisely remains silent. Instead, he clears his throat and shuffles his feet.

“Anyway, I just wanted to say good luck in your next post,” he says. “I think you’re going to do some great things with this task force.”

The sincerity in his voice and eyes sticks a needle of guilt straight through my heart and makes me feel bad for all the mean-spirited and uncharitable thoughts that have been bouncing around in my head since he walked in.

“Thank you, sir. Good luck to you too.”

His lips curl wryly. “I feel like I’m going to need it. You’re leaving some pretty big shoes for me to try to fill.”

“I’m sure you’ll step into them just fine.”

“I’ll see you around, Blake.”

“Without a doubt.”

I watch him walk out of the bullpen, feeling a little bad for how I acted when all he seemed to want was to say goodbye and good luck. My pettiness can sometimes get the best of me. With a sigh, I look around my office one last time to make sure it’s all clear. It is. So, I pick up the notebook that’s sitting open on the desk and casually flip through the pages, scanning my notes from past cases.

“Onward and upward,” I mutter to myself and close the book.
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The Chapel, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

“Welcome to the Special Operations Command Center,” I intone as my team walks through the door. “Otherwise known as SOCCPNW.”

“That’s a mouthful,” Mo says.

“Or, as everybody just calls it: the Chapel,” I clarify.

“That’s much better,” she replies.

“Wow,” Rick says with a whistle. “This is nice.”

“This is really nice,” Nina echoes. “Like really, really nice.”

“Except for the giant cross up on the wall there. I already bear the guilt of being a lapsed Catholic,” Astra says dryly. “I don’t need a further reminder that I’m a sinner who hasn’t been to confession since—”

“Since the nineties?” Paige chirps.

“Stuff it, kid,” Astra fires back, drawing a laugh from the others.

I give everybody a few minutes to explore our new digs, and they move about, taking it all in, reminding me of a bunch of cats marking out their territory. Rick and Nina go straight for all the tech, naturally. They’re geeking out over the three-monitor set up that’s attached to the stand at the head of the conference table as well as some of the other gadgets scattered around the main area. Paige and Astra are in the kitchen scoping out that whole situation while Mo is upstairs snooping around the bunk area. I don’t know that we’re going to be having a lot of sleepovers here, but I suppose it’s better to be prepared.

Eventually, they make their way back down to the conference table, and everybody stakes their claim to a spot and settles in.

“So, this is home now, huh?” Paige asks.

“This is home,” I confirm.

“I’d say it’s a step up,” Mo says.

“Mostly because we’re not in the stuffy confines of the field office,” Nina adds.

“That exactly,” Mo replies.

“I have to say it’s going to be really nice not having all those pencil-pushing, stuffed-shirt, brownie hounds looking over our shoulders,” Rick chirps.

“Tell us how you really feel,” Astra cracks.

“Let’s do that another time,” I cut in before Rick can get started. “We have a case, but I want to go over a few things before we get to that.”

“Wow, that was fast,” Mo says.

“I thought it best that we hit the ground running.”

“We need to justify the resources that the committee are giving us, after all,” Astra says.

“Exactly that,” I say. “But I figure after being on the sideline as long as we have, you’d all be itching to get back to work.”

“I don’t know about these guys, but I was kind of getting used to being a man of leisure. It was nice getting a chance to be lazy,” Rick says.

“And how are you any different when we have a case?” Nina asks dryly.

“You wound me so, Madame,” he says with a snicker.

It’s like a bunch of kids coming back from summer break who need to get all the catching up and missed opportunities to tease each other out of the way before they’re ready to work.

“Okay, listen up. We’ve got work to do; let’s get serious,” I say firmly. “Before we get to our case, you all need to know that there will be a few differences in how we operate. You undoubtedly noticed in the briefing I sent that our official billing is a multi-agency task force?”

Everybody around the table nods, the team suddenly all business. Good.

“Okay, that’s because to get approval for this little venture from Director Holland, Church had to agree that we would sometimes work with other agencies who need a hand with a case,” I tell them. “DEA, ATF, DHS… whoever comes calling, we’ll be obliged to assist.”

“What does that mean for us?” Mo asks.

“It means that there will be times I’m going to have to loan some of you out to those agencies. Other times, we’ll work together as one unit. But we’re going to have to be flexible. That’s the only way this is going to work and keep us in business,” I state.

“And that’s the only way it’s going to keep this team together,” Astra adds.

“That too. If we can’t make this work, they’re going to break this team up, and you will all be reassigned elsewhere,” I tell them. “But this post is voluntary. Nobody has to be here who wants to do something else. No judgment, guys. Things are changing, and I don’t blame anybody for maybe wanting a change themselves. If you want to try your hand elsewhere, now’s the time.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Astra says.

“Me neither,” Mo adds.

Paige shakes her head. “This unit is exactly where I want to be.”

“What they said,” Rick says.

Nina gives me a girlish grin. “Well, if Rick is staying, you need somebody here who can check his work,” she adds with a smirk, earning her the finger from him.

The sense of pride that swells in my chest is immense, and I literally have to fight off the emotions that are threatening to overwhelm me. I’ve always known this unit is a family. We always have each other’s backs no matter what. So, the fact that they’re all staying on board shouldn’t surprise me. But the show of loyalty to me and to each other when they have options—they could literally have their pick of assignments or even plum jobs outside of the Bureau—it’s a far more emotional moment than I expected it would be. The gratitude that fills my heart can’t even be properly expressed. But figuring out how to do that is going to have to wait because we’ve got a hot case to deal with.

“All right. I’m glad you’re all sticking around,” I say.

“One question,” Rick asks. “Not that working with all you lovely people isn’t rewarding in and of itself, but if we’re going to be working for these other agencies, is there any chance we’re getting raises out of this?”

Everybody at the table groans and smiles as they shower him with balled up pieces of paper, and I can’t help but laugh along with them. This is what I love about these people. They always know how to lighten the mood and pull me out of whatever funk I’m in. I’m grateful to not only have a team of people I respect but also a team of people I admire and enjoy being with as well.

“Okay, to business,” Astra says.

“To business. Thank you,” I reply. “Okay, early this morning, a prison transport traveling from Indiana State Prison to the Menard Correctional Center in southern Illinois was hit in what the locals are calling a coordinated attack. The driver and one guard were killed in the attack, and the second guard is in critical condition. They’re not expecting him to make it.”

“Only two guards on a prison transport?” Mo asks.

“There were only six prisoners in total on the transport. My understanding is that’s SOP for a transport roster that small,” I reply.

“Got it,” she says.

“Of the six prisoners on the transport, three are banged up but alive and in custody, and three are currently in the wind,” I say. “Paul Giles, Christopher Vincent, and Maxwell Hayes.”

The monitors on the stand at the head of the table light up, and the mug shot of a large, broad man, bald with cold blue eyes and a light brown goatee appears. Even in the photograph, he’s got an intimidating presence.

“This is Paul Giles,” Rick says. “Forty-five years old with a rap sheet as long as the Illinois phone book. He’s currently doing life without the possibility of parole for three murders committed in the commission of an armed robbery.”

“Makes sense he’d want to bust out,” Astra notes.

A second mug shot joins the first. This man is lean and wiry with a long, gaunt face and sallow skin. He’s got mousy brown hair and eyes the color of milk chocolate. He’s got patch stubble on his cheeks and chin and has an unhealthy air about him.

“This is our second missing prisoner, Christopher Vincent,” Nina says. “Forty-three years old and he’s serving forty years for armed robbery—”

“Forty years? For armed robbery?” Mo asks. “That seems pretty stiff.”

“Well, this isn’t his first go ‘round,” Nina responds. “Also, he’s got carjacking and kidnapping enhancements on his case. The car he jacked when fleeing from the robbery had a kid in it, so that’s why it seems so harsh.”

“That makes sense,” Mo says.

A third picture pops up next to the other two. This man is lean and athletic looking. His shaggy blond hair and light blue eyes make him seem like the surfer type to me. And he’s got an almost wholesome look about him that just seems out of place with the other hardened criminals who were on that bus.

“Maxwell Hayes,” Rick says. “Thirty-three years old. Doesn’t have much of a jacket to speak of, but he’s currently doing a ten-year bid for simple armed robbery.”

“Okay, so this is our cast of characters,” I say. “We are going to liaise with US Marshals on this one. They’re holding the scene for us.”

“That’s awfully nice of them,” Astra says.

“Is this a bit of that inter-agency cooperation?” Paige asks.

“It wasn’t planned out that way, but they’re in need. And we’ve got three dangerous men out on the streets we need to help scoop up,” I respond.

“And so we go,” Astra says.

“And so we go,” I confirm. “Any questions?”

I look around the table, and everybody is shaking their head, so I nod firmly.

“Okay, good. Let’s hit it then,” I tell them. “Grab your bags, and let’s get to the plane. We’ve got work to do.”
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Interstate 55, Just Outside of Worden, IL

“Wow. What a mess,” I say.

“That it is,” Astra agrees.

We walk around the wreckage of the prison transport. The bus is nose down in a ditch with extensive damage to its side. It looks as if at some point it had tipped over and slid along the concrete road before somehow righting itself and getting back on its wheels. The white metal siding of the bus is pocked with dozens of bullet holes. The reinforced windows are cracked, some shattered completely, and three of the vehicle’s four tires have been blown out. Blood and tissue paint the glass beside the driver’s seat, and a pool of it has gathered and congealed in the stairwell, forming a wide, black puddle.

A few techs are still moving around, taking photographs, collecting evidence, and cataloging the violence inflicted upon the transport and its occupants.

“You two must be from the Bureau?”

I turn to see a man about my height with white-blond hair and deep olive-colored eyes walking toward us. He’s lean with an athletic build with rugged features and a strong jawline. He’s wearing blue jeans, black boots, a blue work shirt with a red tie that looks like it’s seen better days beneath a black leather jacket. The star clipped to his belt identifies him as Chicago police.

“Stosh Kaminski,” he says and extends his hand. “Because my parents wanted to make sure I had the absolute most Polish name on the planet.”

A smile crosses my face as Astra and I shake his hand. His eyes linger on hers for a moment as the corners of his mouth gently curl upward, and he seems unable to choke out a single word. With her modelesque good looks, she tends to have that effect on men.

“Chief Blake Wilder, SSA Astra Russo,” I introduce us, breaking the awkward silence.

“Yeah, hi. How’s it going?” he asks, though his eyes remain fixed on Astra.

“You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” I ask. “Chicago is what, three or four hundred miles from here?”

Kaminski clears his throat and gives himself a little shake, finally managing to tear his eyes away from Astra, then turns to me like he’s only just seeing me for the first time. If I weren’t so used to it, I might be offended. But that’s pretty much the status quo whenever I’m out with Astra, so I’ve had plenty of time to get used to it.

“About that, yeah,” he replies. “But the powers that be felt we have a vested interest in this and so, here I am. I just go where I’m told.”

“A vested interest? How so?” Astra asks.

“One of our escapees, Paul Giles, is a former resident of the Windy City and committed the triple homicide he was put away for there,” he explains. “The white shirts are worried he’s looking to come home, so they sent me out to assess the situation.”

“Can’t blame them for wanting to keep him out of the city if they can. This guy is a monster,” Astra says.

Kaminski looks from me to Astra then back again. “Is this all of you?”

“What? Aren’t we enough, Detective?” Astra teases.

“No, it’s not that. I just thought you Feds tended to travel in herds.”

Astra chuckles as I shake my head. “I’ve sent two of my agents to Indiana to talk to the warden at the prison there. We want some background on the escapees,” I explain. “And our two techs are setting up shop at the Marshals office in Chicago.”

“See? You Feds do travel in herds,” Kaminski says.

“Apparently,” I say.

“Agents.”

The deep, booming voice draws our attention to the pair approaching us in dark windbreakers with a yellow badge on the breast and the words US Marshals stenciled in yellow down the right sleeve. The man is large: six-one with shoulders that seem just as wide. His smooth, ebony pate gleams in the sunlight, and there is a smattering of gray threads in his goatee. The man’s dark eyes burn intensely in his grim countenance. His partner has hair the color of deep space and eyes to match. My height with a soft, tawny complexion, she’s lean, fit, and moves with a dancer’s grace. She moves like my kid sister, which tells me this woman can handle herself in a fight.

“Oh good, more Feds,” Kaminski mutters. “This should be fun.”

“Well, you did say we tend to travel in herds. Looks like you’re right,” Astra replies.

The two Marshals stop a few feet in front of us, both looking tense and angry. Neither offers their hands and look completely put off by the fact that Astra and I are standing here.

“Terrance Porter and this is my partner, Kelsey Mann. US Marshals,” he says. “I was informed the Bureau was here when your techs took over one of our conference rooms and started making themselves at home. May I ask what you are doing on my crime scene?”

“At the moment, we are assessing the situation and trying to get a clear picture of what went down here,” I answer.

“The escaped prisoners are our concern, Agents. We’ll handle them,” Porter says. “But we appreciate you coming all the way out here. Sorry it was a wasted trip—”

“With all due respect, we’re not going anywhere, Marshal Porter. This attack occurred on a federal interstate, which puts it squarely in our jurisdiction. No matter what you say, I intend to investigate this and help bring those three men back to prison where they belong,” I tell him firmly.

Porter glowers at us, but his partner, Mann, seems to be stifling a grin. She turns away so Porter can’t see her. She’s obviously not nearly as uptight as her partner seems to be. As I watch the big Marshal grimacing with disgust, it strikes me that this is an opportunity to practice those interagency cooperation skills Church wants me to work on. We’re not officially working together, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still help each other get this figured out.

“Look, Marshal Porter, we’re not looking to step on your case,” I say as evenly as I can. “We just want to get these guys back into bracelets. Same as you. And I’m confident that with the help of Chicago PD here, we can all help each other accomplish that goal.”

Detective Kaminski gives the Marshals an awkward smile as he raises his hand in greeting. Porter rolls his eyes as he mutters under his breath and turns to Mann, any trace of the good humor that had been on her face before now completely gone. Porter obviously runs an incredibly tight ship and doesn’t appreciate shenanigans of any kind.

Mann turns to him. “It’s not like we can’t use the help, Porter. And Chief Wilder has a pretty sterling reputation—”

“Thank you, Marshal Mann,” he cuts her off.

Porter looks away for a moment, his face lined with irritation. In some ways, I don’t blame him. I can relate all too well. I took this job specifically so I could call the shots and be in control over my own investigations. But the whole point of this new initiative is to make sure all the agencies can work and play well with others. It’s going to have to start somewhere. That’s a lesson DD Church seems to want me to learn. Maybe Porter can stand to learn it too.

Porter’s silence lingers for a long moment—long enough that everybody’s starting to get a little uncomfortable. I slip my hands into my pockets and shuffle my feet. If he doesn’t say something soon, I’m going to need to assert myself and my authority—also a lesson DD Church wants me to learn. There is no reason we can’t work with Porter’s team on this. We can really augment each other’s efforts. He just needs to figure that out. Preferably by himself, but I’ll gladly help him get there if he’s unable to get there on his own.

Eventually, Porter’s face softens as he seems to warm to the idea. Or maybe he just realizes there’s not much he can do to stop this train. Either way, it looks like he’s willing to work with us. Probably only to a point though. But that’s fine. Acceptance of the situation is the first step to a longer road of cooperation. It’s one I’ve had to learn myself.

“Fine,” he says. “Doesn’t look like I can do much about it anyway.”

“We’re stuck with each other,” I tell him lightly. “But this doesn’t have to be an unpleasant experience. For any of us.”

He’s still got a stony look on his face, but at least he’s not actively resisting anymore. For her part, Mann seems relieved. I’m willing to bet she’s just glad she doesn’t have to run solo with the dour and cranky man anymore. I know if I were forced to be one-on-one with that guy all the time, I’d be glad to have some company to lighten the mood too.

“Okay, so where do we start?” he asks gruffly.

“First, why don’t you tell us how you see this going down,” I say, gesturing to the bus.

“We got a distress call from the bus at four-oh-nine this morning. Driver said they were under attack. Call cut out at four-twelve, but in the background, you could hear the shots. Sounded like it was from a semi-automatic, and judging by the size of the holes in the bus, I’m figuring the shooter or shooters were using an M4 or an AR… something that packs a punch,” he says.

“We’ve sent the slugs we recovered to the lab already,” Mann adds. “We should be able to say what was used definitively soon enough.”

Porter bristles but doesn’t cut Mann off, and I have to keep from rolling my eyes at just what a micromanager the guy is. Here’s hoping it doesn’t become a problem.

“I noticed some damage on the back end of the bus,” I say.

“Probably from when the bus turned over,” Porter replies.

“I don’t think so. It looks to me like impact damage—like somebody rammed the bus from behind—”

He frowns, and I can see the skepticism on his face. Gesturing to the back of the bus, our little tour group walks over to take a look. Porter looks unconvinced at first but then seems to arrive at the same conclusion. He runs a hand over his bald pate and looks around.

“Yeah. You might be right about that,” he says.

“Why would they ram the bus?” Mann asks.

“To maybe put them back on their heels,” Astra offers. “Maybe to knock them out of control. If the driver and guards are more worried about keeping the bus on its wheels, they’ll be less able to mount a strong defense.”

“Or it could be something as simple as instilling fear. Scared people tend to make bad decisions,” I say. “And once they have them off balance, they move in, start shooting.”

“The driver loses control, flips the bus, everybody in there is rattled around like peas in a tin can so when it’s finally back on its wheels, everybody’s stunned. Hurt. Our bad guys storm in, kill the driver, the guard, try to kill the other guard, and obviously spring who they were after,” Kaminski adds, picking up the narrative we’re building.

Porter looks over the wreckage and seems to be processing the scenario we’d just spun out for him. He purses his lips and shrugs.

“Yeah, I suppose that could track,” he says grudgingly.

“I think the question we need to answer first is who specifically were they trying to spring,” Kaminski says. “Was it Giles, Vincent, or Hayes?”

“That’s definitely a question we need answered. But first, I think we need to figure out who sprung them. If we can answer that, the answer to that question will fall into place,” I say.

“And how are we going to do that?” Porter asks.

“I think the first thing we need to do is go back to your field office and start working the suspects. We gather lists of the people close to them,” I say. “I’ve got two agents in Indiana right now speaking with the warden of the prison there. Hopefully, they’ll be able to give us a little more information that will help.”

“Okay,” Porter says, sounding resigned. “Let’s do it.”

We turn and start to head for our vehicles when I stop and turn around. Kaminski is still standing near the bus, looking at the carnage. Given his familiarity with Giles and the criminal scene in Chicago as a whole, he might be a valuable resource for us to have on hand.

“You coming?” I ask.

He turns and pulls a face. “What? I’m being invited to play with the cool kids?”

“For now, anyway,” I say.

“Can I sit next to Astra?”

“Sure. But she’s got a fiancé,” I say. “She’s also armed and can beat you to a pulp with her bare hands. Just so you know.”

“I think I might be falling in love, Chief,” he fires back.

I laugh as I turn and head for the black Yukon we pulled from the motor pool and get on the road to make the long drive to Chicago. I glance in the rearview mirror and see the Marshals’ Tahoe and Kaminski’s unmarked Explorer following us. Just a few hours in, and we’ve already built a small coalition. Maybe I can do this interagency cooperation thing after all.
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US Marshals Field Office, Conference Room 134; Chicago, IL

The conference room the Marshals were kind enough to lend us is fronted by a wall of tinted glass. The other three walls are wood paneling with flat monitors on the far wall and a collapsible table to our right that’s got a coffee maker and all the accessories. Rick and Nina are seated at the long table in the conference room, heads down, banging away on their keyboards. They both look up as we walk in.

“Oh, look, you made some friends,” Rick says.

As Porter steps into the conference room we’ve commandeered in his field office, his eyes go directly to Rick’s shaggy hair and scruffy beard for a moment before flicking to the bubblegum pink streak in Nina’s long, dark locks. His jaw clenches, and the disapproval on his face couldn’t be clearer. I can already tell we’re going to be oil and water since my team is antithetical to his orderly, by-the-book nature. I can practically hear him saying, “I don’t know what kind of outfit you’re running here.” But that’s the thing. This is my outfit, and they are the best at what they do, so I don’t feel the need to make excuses or apologies for any of them.

“Rick, Nina, this is Marshal Porter, Marshal Mann, and Detective Kaminski,” I say, making the introductions. “Rick and Nina are the best tech analysts the Bureau has to offer.”

Mann and Kaminski greet them warmly while Porter is more standoffish, offering them a curt nod in lieu of a handshake. With the intros made, we all take a seat around the long table. Before we can get into anything, though, Paige and Mo walk into the room.

“Wow. We seem to be multiplying,” Paige says.

“The more the merrier,” Mo says.

I make another round of introductions, and I’m assuming since Paige and Mo look a bit more buttoned up and strait-laced than Rick and Nina, Porter’s greeting is slightly warmer. Once everybody has gotten acquainted, Paige and Mo take a seat at the table.

“How’d things go out at the prison?” I ask.

“Good. We were able to get some solid intel,” Mo says.

“Great. What did you get?” I ask.

“It turns out that Paul Giles and Christopher Vincent were cellies,” Paige reports. “We spoke with a few of the guys on their block, and apparently they’d been talking about busting out of prison for months.”

“Most of the guys thought it was just talk,” Mo says.

“They never talked about having a plan?” Astra asks.

“Not that they shared with anybody,” Mo replies.

“At least, nobody we spoke with,” Paige adds. “But Warden Dean had chalked it all up to talk. He says the lifers are always talking about making a break for it.”

“Obviously, this was more than just talk,” Porter says gruffly.

“Why were they being moved from Indiana to Menard, anyway?” Astra asks.

“Overcrowding,” Paige says.

“The prison should have identified the transport as the most likely point they’d make a break,” Porter grunts. “They should have taken steps to mitigate the chances.”

“Probably,” I say. “But there’s no point in pointing fingers at anybody now. The horse is out of the barn—”

“And it’s our job to clean up after it,” Porter says.

“Yes, it is,” I say. “Listen, Marshal Porter, if you don’t want to be part of this, that’s perfectly fine. We can—”

“It’s fine. This is my job whether I like it or not.”

“Okay,” I say, then turn to Mo. “What about our third prisoner? Maxwell Hayes? Was he tied in with Giles and Vincent?”

Mo shakes her head. “Warden Dean says Hayes wasn’t even on the same cellblock, and as far as he knew, never interacted with the other two. There’s no connection he could find.”

“All right, so we can assume Hayes simply took advantage of the situation and took off when the transport was hit.”

“Hard to not be tempted when you’re staring down ten years,” Astra notes.

“Yeah, well, once we catch up with him, he’s going to be staring down a hell of a lot more than ten years,” Porter grumbles.

The Marshal seems to be taking this all incredibly personally. On the one hand, being invested in the job is usually a good thing. It shows a person cares. But he seems to have let his emotions take full control, taking everything as a personal slight and a crime against him. Maybe he’s been doing the job too long. Maybe he’s been exposed to the worst of humanity so long that it’s eroded his own humanity, allowing him to turn cold and bitter. Is this a glimpse of my future? Is this what I have to look forward to? Will this be me in another ten years? Twenty?

“Okay, so now that we have all this background, what are we going to do with it?” Mann asks. “How is any of that going to help us catch them?”

“My gut feeling is that because Giles has ties to the area, once they broke out of that transport, they made a beeline here,” I say.

“I hate to say it, and my bosses are going to hate it even more, but I tend to agree with you. I have a feeling they’re already here,” Kaminski says.

“Why would you make that assumption?” Porter asks. “It could be just as likely they fled to another state precisely because they have ties here that we’ll be looking into. I think our time would be better spent combing the surrounding areas.”

“It’s not a bad idea, and if you want to do that, please, feel free,” I say.

“I take it you disagree.”

“I just have a different approach. That’s all,” I tell him.

“And what is the approach you’re taking?” he asks.

Porter’s eye twitches, and the tension in the room seems to grow. Mann seems especially tight, looking down at the table, and refuses to meet anybody else’s gaze. Porter’s flinty gaze bores into me, and he looks as if he expects me to just fold and concede that his way is the right way, then throw all our resources into combing the areas around Worden. I want to tell him it’s going to be an absolute waste of time, but I’m not looking to start a fight. And besides, there’s no reason he can’t take his own people and do his own thing.

But if he’s expecting me to commit my resources to doing things his way—and the look on his face tells me that’s exactly what he’s expecting—then the man doesn’t know me at all. And he’s going to be disappointed because that’s going to be a long wait for a train that just ain’t coming.

“Marshal Porter, I understand you have a way of doing things. And if that’s what works for you, there’s nothing wrong with that. We just have our own way of doing things,” I begin.

“Chief Wilder, it would be the smartest use of our resources to pool them all together and comb the areas around where the transport was hit. The odds suggest they’ll seek refuge—”

“Marshal, I respect the way you operate, and I will never tell you how to do your job. But my team does things differently. We focus on the behavior and personalities of the subjects. We rely on a psychological profile—”

“With all due respect, you’re wasting time we don’t have.”

I bristle and grit my teeth, trying to tamp down the anger flaring in my gut. This is one of those challenging situations I warned Church would crop up if we were forced to work with other agencies. We all have our own way of thinking and operating. I glance at Astra who gives me a subtle gesture, silently telling me to swallow it down. My teeth clenched, I ball my hand into a fist under the table so tightly, I’m half afraid my nails are going to puncture my palm.

“Marshal Porter, you’re entitled to your opinion and to operate as you see fit. I will be relying on my education, training, and experience, and those things tell me that Giles’s level of comfort in Chicago will outweigh his fear of being caught. There are people here he knows can help provide him with what he needs to get him out of town. Or out of the country,” I tell him. “So, this is where we’ll be focusing our efforts. If you decide you want to take a different path and can’t work with us, so be it. And I wish you luck.”

The marshal grimaces, clearly unhappy with my decision. It seems like he actually expected to be able to bully and intimidate me into seeing things his way, then take my orders from him. Porter gives himself a nod, as if he’s come to his decision, and gets to his feet.

“Good luck, Chief Wilder,” he says.

Mann remains sitting and looks up at her partner. “Terry, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to work with Chief Wilder and her team.”

His lips curl back in a sneer, and he waves her off with a look of contempt. “Suit yourself.”

As Porter storms out of the room, though, and slams the door hard enough to rattle the glass in the frames, I can’t help but see something that looks a lot like relief on his face. He’s obviously not too upset about Mann opting to work with us. It’s important to keep up appearances though.

“Don’t take it personally,” Mann says. “He’s like that with everybody.”

“Seems like you’re his first partner in a while and that he prefers to work by himself,” I say.

“Profiled him, did you?”

“Didn’t really need to. The way he acts speaks volumes.”

Mann nods. “He’s not a bad guy. He’s just not really good with people. But it works for him. He’s great at his job—one of the best I’ve ever seen. The guy is a legend in this office,” she says quickly. “He’s just got his own style and his own way of operating. I learned early on to not take it personally.”

“And how’d you end up with such a little ray of sunshine? Step on the wrong toes or something?” Astra asks.

“Nothing like that. I’m still relatively new to the Marshals service. I joined up after I rotated out of the Army,” she explains. “My boss thought I could use a little… seasoning.”

“Seems like the only seasoning you’re getting is salty,” Astra remarks.

Mann stifles a chuckle. “Porter is getting set to retire, so my bosses thought for one of his last acts, he could pass along his bounty of knowledge to me. And he really does have a wealth of things to pass on. I’ve learned a lot since I was assigned to partner with him…”

Her words trail off, and I can tell there’s more she wants to say, but she’s loyal and doesn’t want to air any dirty laundry in public, so she holds her tongue. She covers for Porter’s attitude and explains away his seemingly misanthropic nature. She’s protective of her partner, and I respect that.

“He seems to be a by-the-numbers, black-and-white sort of thinker. He doesn’t have a lot of imagination,” I say, finishing where I thought her train of thought was headed.

She gives me a face that tells me I hit the mark and said what she, being the good soldier, wouldn’t let herself say.

“I appreciate everything he’s taught me so far,” she says. “I just think I can learn more from you and your team, Chief Wilder. I think you can help me level up.”

I like Mann’s attitude and her eagerness to learn. She seems like a real go-getter. Those are qualities that are going to serve her very well as she progresses through her career. It will keep her from stagnating. And for as legendary as she says Porter is, I think that’s where he’s at—stagnant. Which could help explain his less-than-rosy demeanor since stagnation is often a symptom of burnout. And I think, more than anything, that’s what Porter’s real problem is. Okay, so I may have profiled him a little closer than I let on to Mann.

“Well, we’re glad to have you with us,” I say. “Between you and Detective Kaminski here, I feel like we have a pretty good lay of the land.”

“So, what’s our next step?” Mann asks.

“For the moment, Rick and Nina are going to compile—”

“Chief Wilder,” Kaminski interrupts.

I turn, and he’s got a phone pressed to his ear, his face etched with anticipation and an edge of excitement. He disconnects the call and looks up.

“One of our convicts was spotted—the description we’re getting fits Maxwell Hayes, and he’s in Chicago,” Kaminski says.

“Looks like you were right,” Mann adds. “That’s going to burn Porter’s butt.”

“Okay. Let’s get out there and scoop him up,” I say.
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Archer Terrace Apartments, Washington Park; Chicago, IL

“How good is the intel?” I ask.

“I’d say it’s pretty good,” Kaminski says as he shows me his phone.

Somebody inside the building had secretly snapped a picture of Maxwell Hayes—our fugitive number three and the one who isn’t connected to Giles and Vincent—and sent it to the Chicago PD tip line after seeing a bulletin on the news about the escape.

“I’d say you’re right,” I tell him.

“The tac team is getting antsy,” he says. “They want to go in now.”

“Not yet. I want to make sure we have all the angles covered before we make a move,” I tell him. “There are a lot of innocent people in there.”

“Yeah. I’ll try, but I don’t know how long we’re going to be able to hold them off.”

“Do your best,” I say.

Like most of the other low-income housing projects in the city, Archer Terrace is a large, unattractive, blocky, beige structure with absolutely no frills. It’s the embodiment of function over form. Thirteen stories tall, the building’s purpose is to maximize every square inch and allow as many people as possible to dwell within its footprint. A tall black iron fence surrounds the building, and it has only two doors that lead in and out—one in the front, one in the back. That makes it a little easier to keep Hayes contained.

There’s no doubt Chicago is the bustling, cultural, economic capital of the Midwest. But it has always struggled with poverty thanks to traditionally high unemployment rates. To help combat the economic disparity as well as the homeless problem, for decades, the city has funded and built housing projects like Archer Terrace for lower income individuals and families who are struggling to keep their heads above water.

The goal of providing affordable housing to the less than wealthy is noble. It’s admirable. Personally, I think we should be doing more to help the less fortunate. Unfortunately for everybody, though, the projects also attract those who take advantage of other people and the system that tries to help them. Guns, drugs, women—just about anything and everything is for sale inside some of the projects, which have become de facto fiefdoms for one gang or another.

It’s a terrible situation, and one that’s a living hell for the good, hard-working people who live in places like Archer Terrace who simply don’t have the means to get out. In large part, the police have turned a blind eye to what happens in some of these communities, and while the politicos pay lip service to cleaning things up and getting back to the noble and lofty aspirations for low-income housing, they don’t actually do much to follow through on their promises. But hey, it always sounds good as a campaign sound bite.

“What floor is he on?” I ask.

“Seventh.”

I turn and make sure my team is geared up and ready to roll. “Tighten down your vests, everybody, and make sure you keep your heads on a swivel. We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there. Any questions?”

They all shake their heads as they cinch down their vests, making sure they’re good and tight. Astra’s got an M4 slung over her shoulder, as does Mo, while Mann has an AR in her hands. Kaminski, Paige and I are opting for our sidearms only. With a heavily armed Chicago tac team on the other side of the building, it just sounds like overkill. Hayes’s record isn’t exceptionally violent, and while I don’t think we need a full army to take him down, it’s probably better to be safe than sorry. You just never know what a con on the run will do.

“Okay, tell your tac team to head in through the back,” I say to Kaminski. “We’re going through the front. Tell them we’ll meet them on the seventh floor.”

“Copy you,” he says.

As he keys open his radio and gives the command, I signal for my team to get moving. We enter through the gate, and as we pass the people—mostly young men—standing around in the front of the building, my nerves start to jingle. The hard looks and silent snarls on some of these guys are intimidating. They’re not afraid of us. And at least a couple of them look like they’re contemplating pulling a weapon and having a shootout with us.

They don’t get the chance, though, as a dozen uniformed officers sweep in behind us and put them all down, clearing weapons, and cuffing anybody who is holding or has an outstanding warrant. The city decided to use the opportunity we were giving them by invading Archer Terrace to do a little housekeeping of their own. I don’t have a problem with that. As far as I’m concerned, the more guys with guns off the street, the better. I have little doubt, though, this clean up op the CPD is running is probably going to earn them some pretty bitter retaliation from the gangs of the guys they’re cuffing.

We enter the building and pause in the lobby. The building is dim and dingy, the tiles beneath our feet chipped and cracked, and litter is piled in the corners. There is an abundance of graffiti painted and carved into the walls, and half the lights in the lobby area are burned out. The air around us is musty and carries a hint of something like rotting meat. There are two staircases in front of us—one on the right and one on the left of the lobby—and an “out of order” sign hanging on the elevator doors that looks like it’s been there for years.

“Guess it’s the maid’s day off,” Astra cracks.

“More like the maid’s century off,” Kaminski says.

“Paige, Mo, Mann, take the left staircase,” I say. “Kaminski, Astra, and I will go up on the right. Stay on comms, and keep your eyes peeled.”

“Copy, Chief,” they all say almost in unison.

We break into our teams and start heading up our assigned staircases. We move slowly but steadily up and up, stopping to check the landing on each floor we come to. The staircases themselves are narrow, dimly lit, and somehow, the odor that I caught in the lobby is even more concentrated in these confined spaces. By the time we hit the fifth floor, my thighs are burning and the three of us are winded and wheezing.

“I guess… we need… to work on our cardio a bit,” Astra huffs.

“More than a bit,” I reply.

“I think I’m about to die, actually,” Kaminski adds.

“I don’t know how these people live in this building with no functioning elevator,” Astra gasps. “Can you imagine living on the top floor?”

“I’d rather not. Dear God, this is painful,” I groan.

The unmistakable sound of a door splintering echoes down from above us followed by voices identifying themselves as Chicago PD and shouts for compliance. The tac team didn’t follow my instructions to wait for us before breaching.

I grit my teeth. “Son of a—”

Two shots ring out followed by more shouting voices, confused and angry. Aside from the tac team blowing the op by not following instructions, something has gone very wrong. Kaminski and Astra look at me, both of them wearing matching expressions of surprise, and don’t seem to know what to do. The sound of pounding footsteps echoes down the staircase, and as I take a step up to turn the next corner, I’m hit by a man sprinting in the opposite direction. My jaw clacks together, and the impact sends a jolt through my entire body. I’m thrown backward into Kaminski and he into Astra, and the four of us tumble backward down the staircase in a tangle of limbs and snarled curses.

As we hit the landing, the back of my head raps against the floor, and I find myself staring up the stairwell, stunned. Every inch of my body radiates with pain, and the breath is completely gone from my lungs. More heavily booted footsteps pound down the stairs along with the squawk of police radios. With the tac team descending, the man who barreled into me—Maxwell Hayes—gets unsteadily to his feet. He looks at me, and his eyes widen. He turns and bolts down the stairs as fast as his gimpy gait allows him to. Groaning, I push myself to my feet, then quickly help Astra and Kaminski up.

“Come on,” I say. “He’s getting away.”

The three of us are on our feet and descending the stairs two at a time. By the time we hit the ground floor, Hayes is already out the front door and heading for the gates.

“Stop!” I shout. “FBI!”

He doesn’t stop, of course, but runs through the gate and hooks an immediate left. Every muscle in my body hurts, and I bite my tongue so hard in the fall that my mouth is filling with the coppery taste of my blood. The flash of anger mixes with the adrenaline already flowing through my veins like a hit of nitro in a car’s gas line. Tucking my Glock back into my holster, I summon all my strength, lower my head, and sprint after Hayes, leaving both Astra and Kaminski in the dust. Hayes has a thirty-yard lead on me, but feeling supercharged, I start to close the distance fairly quickly.

As if he feels me closing in, Hayes hooks a quick right into a narrow alley. My foot slips in a small puddle, but I manage to stay upright and right on his tail. As he runs, he’s knocking down trash cans and other debris, trying to obstruct my path to him. But with a speed and grace I honestly didn’t know I possessed, I’m able to sidestep or leap over the obstructions and close the gap even more. He has to be feeling my breath on the back of his neck because as we approach an intersection with another alley, I reach out for him. But Hayes jukes to the right, then cuts left, the sudden move almost throwing me off balance again.

“Dammit,” I grunt.

I right my course quickly, but he’s gained ten yards on me before I do. My lungs and legs are burning, and I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep pace with him much longer. I have to believe his fear of being caught is giving him superhuman speed and endurance. Hayes glances over his shoulder, and as he does, his foot catches a hole in the ground. I have to keep myself from cheering out loud as he pitches forward, his arms windmilling as he comes off the pavement, and like Superman himself, flies five feet forward.

With a sickening thud and crunch, Hayes lands face first on the concrete and slides several feet before coming to a stop. He groans and gasps, his breath wheezy. But he gamely tries to get back to his feet as I approach. Putting my boot in the middle of his back, I force him back down onto the ground.

“Stop running. I’m tired,” I gasp. “I’m getting way too old for this crap.”

Squatting down, I quickly cuff Hayes’s hands behind his back and manage to get him into a sitting position. His lip is bloody, his nose is likely broken from the impact of his fall, he’s got a couple chipped teeth, the bottom half of his face is coated in blood because of it, and he’s got a nasty case of road rash on his cheek and forehead from the slip and slide on the concrete. But other than that, he’s in good shape. I put my hands on my waist and bend over, sucking in deep breaths as I try to keep myself from passing out.

“You look like hell,” he says.

“You’re not winning a beauty contest anytime soon either, pal.”

Kaminski and Astra finally show up and promptly double over, hands on their knees, both red in the face and panting like they’d just run a marathon. In all fairness, it feels like we did. I haven’t run that hard for that long in… well… a long time, and I already know I’m going to be feeling it tomorrow.

“Jesus, Blake,” Astra croaks, her eyes fixed on Hayes’s blood visage.

“I didn’t do that to him,” I say. “He tripped in a pothole.”

“Don’t listen to her. She beat me savagely,” Hayes interjects.

“I don’t blame her if she did,” Kaminski says. “I know if I’d caught you, I would have.”

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s get him cleaned up then back to the shop.”

“I think I need to go to the hospital,” Hayes says. “I’m feeling a little woozy. I might have a concussion or something.”

“Shut up or I really will give you a concussion,” Kaminski grumbles.

Reaching down, I haul Hayes to his feet and push him toward the detective. Kaminski clamps a hand on the man’s shoulder tight enough to make him grimace with pain.

“If he gets out of line or just won’t stop talking, feel free to take the slow route to the hospital,” I tell Kaminsky.

“Gives us time to catch our breath,” he winks.

“Can you guys just take me back to prison now?” Hayes interjects uneasily.

“Gladly. But we’ve got a stop to make first,” I tell him. “We need to ask you some questions before we let you go.”

“I don’t know anything.”

“I guess we’ll see about that,” I reply. “Come on, let’s go.”
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With enough bandaging on his face to remind me of the Invisible Man, Maxwell Hayes sits at the table across from Kaminski and me in the interview room. Astra is standing in the corner, arms folded over her chest, her eyes narrowed to angry slits as she stares at our prisoner. She apparently hadn’t enjoyed playing Uber driver, taking him to the hospital before bringing him back here, and he refuses to look her way, seeming to be pretending that she’s not even there.

I think she’s probably still pretty heated about getting bowled over on the staircase, then having a prolonged foot pursuit. I don’t blame her. I’m sore as hell and still pretty heated over the whole thing myself. More so because it didn’t need to happen. And it wouldn’t have happened had the tac team followed orders and waited for us to get there to confirm our information before breaching since, as it turned out, they hit the wrong apartment. That gave Hayes the heads up that we were there for him, which was all he needed to jackrabbit out of the apartment next door to the one the tac team had stormed.

“How are you feeling, Mr. Hayes?” I ask.

“Do you care?” he responds.

“No, not really. But I thought showing a little compassion might help make you feel a little more at ease,” I say. “Honestly, though, I can’t even muster up enough energy to care.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Ask me why that is,” I press.

“I’d rather not.”

“I said ask me.”

Hayes frowns, but his eyes glitter defiantly. He remains silent as he leans back in his chair, the shackles around his wrist clanking like he’s the Ghost of Christmas Past as he folds his arms over his chest and stares at me.

“I’d ask her, bro,” Kaminski says. “I haven’t known this woman very long, but I just watched her run you down like a cheetah on the African savannah, then beat you like a drum—”

“She didn’t beat me. I fell,” Hayes gripes.

“Is that what we’re going with?” Kaminski prods.

“It’s true.”

“Okay, we’ll go with that,” Kaminski says. “The point is, you knocked this woman down a flight of stairs, and she still chased you down like the freaking Terminator. I’ve never seen anything like it before, which makes me wonder, if this is really somebody you want to screw with?”

Of the three of us in the room with him, Hayes seems most afraid of Astra, which is darkly amusing but also makes me even more curious about what happened on the ride to and from the hospital. Hayes leans forward, uncertainty splashed across his features, and runs a ragged fingernail over the chipped and scarred surface of the table.

“Fine,” he finally says as his eyes flick up to me. “Why don’t you care?”

I lean forward, holding his gaze. “Because we’ve got two men dead and one barely clinging to life. All three have families—”

“That has nothing to do with me,” he cuts me off.

“Doesn’t it?” I ask. “You, Giles, and Vincent—”

He shakes his head. “There is no me, Giles, and Vincent. That’s where you’re wrong.”

“Then set the record straight, Maxwell,” Astra says, her voice cold.

“I don’t have to do anything. Just… send me back to prison.”

“We’ll get there,” I say. “But before we do, you’re going to answer some questions for us.”

“I’m not going to answer any questions. I’m not a snitch.”

Kaminski looks at him. “Bro, we can make this easy for you, or we can make your life a living hell. Which way it goes is up to you—”

“I’m going back to prison,” he says. “How much more hellish can you make my life?”

“Oh, trust me, we can make things a hell of a lot worse for you,” Kaminski begins. “I’ve looked at your records, and let me just say you haven’t even gotten a taste of how bad life in the joint can be. I can see to it you’re on a block with some big fellas who might like the look of you enough to pass you around like a trading card. How would that be, Maxy? You want to be the cellblock bike that everybody gets a turn to ride?”

“We can definitely make that happen,” Astra confirms. “And as rough as Menard would be, we can see to it you’re put in a prison that’s far worse.”

“I hear Angola is nice this time of year,” Kaminski offers.

“Angola might be fun,” Astra agrees. “Or maybe Pelican Bay?”

“There’s always Rikers or maybe Folsom,” Kaminski adds.

Hayes looks down at the table again as Astra and the detective continue to banter, but not before I see fear flash through his eyes. He’s softer than most prisoners. He hasn’t been hardened or corrupted by that institutional cynicism that infects many, if not most, long-term convicts. Hayes isn’t cut out for prison life, and he knows it. Going to a place like Pelican Bay or Folsom wouldn’t be good for him—to say the least.

“Is that what you want, Hayes?” I ask. “Do you want to wind up in a place like Angola?”

“What do you think?” he asks.

“A place like those… they change a man. Forever. You’d never be the same once you got out, bro,” Kaminski says.

“If he actually survives his bid and gets out,” Astra adds.

“Yeah, there’s that,” the detective says.

Hayes finally looks up at us again. “I can’t snitch. Do you even know what happens to me if I go back inside with a snitch jacket on?”

Astra leans down, her eyes glittering with malice. “Do you know what happens to you if you don’t talk to us?”

“Seems like you’re caught between that rock and hard place people always talk about,” Kaminski adds with a casual shrug.

“So, you know your options, Max. What do you want to do here?” I ask.

Hayes is silent, and his chains clank and rattle as he raises his hand and chews on a thumbnail that’s already raw and bloody, an expression of torment on his face. I understand his fear. People who cooperate with law enforcement don’t tend to do very well inside. Playing on that fear is a cheap, petty tactic that I might normally consider beneath me, but with two dead, a third possibly joining them, and two dangerous men still on the streets, I’m going to push whatever button I need to push to get what I need.

He looks miserable as she shakes his head. “Like I said, I can’t tell you anything because I’m not with Giles and Vincent—”

“So, you didn’t help plan this escape?” I ask.

“Are you deaf, man? What have I been saying this whole time? I wasn’t with those guys,” he exclaims. “When everything went down, I saw an opening, and I took it.”

“So, you’re an opportunist,” Astra says.

“A survivor,” he replies.

“Oh,” she says. “Kind of like a cockroach.”

He slumps back in his chair and glowers at Astra. I honestly can’t tell if she’s playing the part of bad cop or if she actually despises this guy.

“Okay, so you didn’t have a hand in planning the escape,” I say. “Tell us how it went down.”

He shrugs. “We were riding the transport, and nothing seemed wrong until a big black truck hit us from behind. Once that happened, everybody started to panic, and things got crazy. I heard a few shots, and it felt like the tires went,” he says. “The bus got squirrely after that, then went off the road and rolled… I don’t know how many times, but it was a few. We got tossed around inside the bus pretty bad. I’m lucky—we all were, I guess, since nobody got killed. Not at first.”

Hayes takes a moment to gather himself. He clears his throat, then scrubs his face with his hands, his emotions starting to get the better of him. His face darkens, and it takes a moment, but he’s able to rein in his feelings.

“Somehow, the bus managed to land on its wheels again. Once it settled, though, that’s when the shooting started,” he says, his voice quavering. “The driver took the first bullet—right in the head. I—I’ve never seen anybody die before.”

Hayes pauses again, the memory of what he witnessed clearly haunting him still. It’s like I thought. Even though he postures like he’s hard, he’s not cut out for the life of an inmate. He gives himself a little shake, then continues.

“Anyway, after the driver…” he can’t finish the sentence, “a man in black—he was wearing one of those hoods that only shows a person’s eyes—”

“A balaclava,” Kaminski says.

“Yeah. Sure,” Hayes replies. “Anyway, a guy in one of those got the doors of the bus open. The guards were still messed up and trying to pull it together after the accident when the guy got in and started shooting. They both went down. After that, the guy in the mask grabbed the keys off the guard’s belt and unlocked Giles and Vincent, then unlocked me when they started yelling at him that they had to go. The guy threw the keys to the other guys in the back of the bus, then the three of them climbed out and headed for the truck.”

“And what did you do?” Kaminski asks.

“I begged them to take me with them. Giles said no, but Vincent convinced him to take me with them,” he replies.

“And how’d he do that?” Astra asks.

“Vincent made me swear that I’d keep my mouth shut about everything if they took me as far as Chicago. So, I agreed.”

“Good to know you can keep your promises. I guess it’s true what they say about there being no honor among thieves,” Astra cracks.

Hayes glares at her coldly. “As if you people gave me a choice.”

“Okay, so what happened once you all got to Chicago?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he replies. “They dropped me off at Archer Terrace where you found me and went on their way. That was it.”

“And what were you doing at Archer?” Kaminski asks.

“I have an old girlfriend who lives there. I was trying to get some cash so I could get out of town,” he tells us. “I should have known one of the nosy old ladies who live there would give me up. But I didn’t have a lot of options.”

“So, that’s it? They just… dropped you off?” I ask.

“Yeah. That’s it,” he replies.

“I’m surprised they didn’t kill you and leave your body beside the highway,” Kaminski says.

“Giles wanted to. Vincent wouldn’t let him. He made Giles back down since he was already pretty upset the driver and the guards were killed. He didn’t want that. He didn’t want anybody to die,” Hayes tells us.

“What a humanitarian,” Astra says.

“Nah. It’s not like that. He just thought it would bring even more heat than just escaping would bring. He was trying to be practical.”

“Ah,” Kaminski says. “That makes sense.”

“What about the gunman?” I ask. “Did you get his name? A description?”

He shakes his head. “No, they put a blindfold on me and sat me in the back seat of the truck. They never used his name—not his real name anyway.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“They called him Trey—but I think it was a nickname.”

“Why do you say that?” Astra asks.

“Just a feeling.”

“Okay, how about a description?” Kaminski asks.

“I don’t know… a few inches taller than me, so what, six-one? Six-two?” he says. “He was white. I could see that. And he had brown eyes.”

“What about his build?” Astra presses.

“He was kind of stocky. Had a bit of a gut, I guess.”

“Okay, that’s good. So, did you overhear them making plans for what came next?” I ask. “Did they mention anything about where they were going or—”

“Nah. They were real careful to not talk much about anything while I was there. They probably didn’t want me to have any info to share if I got caught.”

“That’s disappointingly smart,” Astra says.

“So, there’s nothing you can tell us about their plans?” I press. “Nothing you overheard? Nothing they let slip?”

“Nothing. Like I said, they were pretty tight-lipped about everything. They didn’t talk much on the way to Chicago,” he says. “They joked around about stuff, and I got the idea they were all pretty tight, like they’d known each other for a while. But they didn’t talk about their plans.”

I sit back in my chair and stare at Hayes for a long moment. He shifts in his seat, uncomfortable with my scrutiny. It’s disappointing, but I’m not surprised he doesn’t have a lot to tell us. He was the odd man out in their plan. The other thing that surprises me is that Vincent is the one who balked about killing and disposing of Hayes. It seems like an unnecessary complication in their bigger plan. It’s a risky move he didn’t have to make. It tells me that perhaps he’s not as violent and bloodthirsty as his running mate and might be somebody that can be reasoned with… that is, if we can ever run these guys down.

“So? Is that it? Are we done here?” Hayes asks.

“For the moment,” I reply.

“So, you’re going to take care of me, right?”

“We’ll do what we can for you.”

“Any chance you can get my sentence reduced or the escape charges thrown out?”

“Don’t press your luck, Max,” I say.

“I answered your questions and told you what I knew, and you promised to take care of me.”

“I didn’t say we could get any time knocked off your sentence or get the extra time for escaping reduced. I said we’d protect you,” I tell him. “So, we’ll find a nice, quiet little hole you can crawl back into where nobody can get at you.”

“You know,” Astra says, “kind of like a cockroach.”
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“Okay, so that was extraordinarily unhelpful,” Astra says.

“Meh. We thought it might be since he wasn’t part of their inner circle,” I respond.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“What was your beef with the guy anyway?” I ask. “You looked like you wanted to strangle him with your bare hands.”

“Doesn’t she always look like that?” Rick asks.

“Well, yeah. But it was a bit more than usual this time.”

“Wow. That would be scary to see. Like total nightmare inducing,” he says.

“Stuff it, geek,” Astra says, then turns to me. “I just didn’t like him.”

“For anything in particular?”

“He was just very inappropriate in the car when I was taking him to the hospital,” she tells me. “Like really inappropriate. It really did take all my strength to not catch a charge for assault.”

“Maybe you should be flattered,” Rick offers. “I mean, he obviously needs glasses or a mental wellness checkup, but for whatever reason, he sees you as an attractive—”

Astra turns to him with an icy glare, and he swallows the rest of his statement, but chuckles under his breath. She’s trying to look angry, but I can tell Astra is somewhat amused.

“Sorry about that,” I tell her. “Next time we send him in the ambo. I was just trying to save some time by doing it ourselves.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. It was the right play,” she replies. “And we all survived.”

“Barely, apparently,” Rick mutters, earning him a dark glare from Astra.

We take our seats at the conference table. While we interview Hayes, the others work hard to put together our next steps.

“Hayes didn’t know anything, huh?” Mann asks.

“Nothing useful,” Astra says. “He got a ride to Chicago with Giles, Vincent, and the mystery man who busted them out of the transport, and he thinks they sounded like they were tight and had a long-standing relationship, but he couldn’t be sure about that. He was more interested in having his own butt protected than anything.”

“I can’t say I blame the guy,” Paige offers. “When we catch Giles and Vincent, they’re going to assume he had something to do with it, and they are bad dudes. I sure wouldn’t want to be in the same prison with them.”

“I second that,” Mo says. “The more I read about these two, the more I think they need to be off the streets. Permanently.”

“They’re an absolute danger and a menace to society,” Mann agrees.

“Okay, good, we’re all in agreement. Now, let’s do the work of actually finding them,” I say. “The one good thing that came out of our interview with Hayes is that he confirmed for us that they’re in Chicago.”

“Or were,” Mann points out. “They dropped him off hours ago.”

“I think they’re still here. At least for a little while longer,” I counter.

“What makes you say that?” Mann asks.

It seems to be such an obvious answer that I have to stop and remind myself that Mann is still a little green and has much to learn. And unfortunately for her, she’s stuck with a guy whose teaching methods leave a lot to be desired. She’s eager and wants to learn. She wants to excel at her job, and I need to encourage that. I need to keep her asking questions, thinking outside the box, and seeing every situation in three dimensions. It’s the only way she’s going to fulfill her potential. It will hopefully also help stave off the nasty case of burnout her partner is obviously suffering from.

“What was Hayes’s first move when he got here?” I ask.

“To go see his old girl,” Mann replies. “Same as most convicts fresh out of the pen.”

I shake my head. “Yes, but no. Astra?”

Astra leans forward at the table. “Mann went to see his old girl, yes. But not for the reasons you think—”

“Not necessarily for the reasons you think,” Rick interjects with a sly grin.

Astra rolls her eyes but laughs. “Anyway, Hayes told us he went to see his old girlfriend to get some money from her to help him get out of town. He had nothing and needed resources.”

“Ahhh. I see,” Mann says. “And you think Giles and Vincent are in the same boat.”

I nod. “Exactly. And getting the sort of resources they’ll need is going to take a minute. Unless they’re planning on sticking around Chicago—and I don’t think, given the heat on them, they will—they’re going to need money. A car. Lots of things. And that will take some time to sort out. Which gives us a limited window to find these guys.”

“If we let them get out of Chicago, they’ll be tough to find,” Astra adds.

Mann nods. “That’s smart. That’s good thinking. It’s a hell of a lot smarter than traipsing around the Midwest looking for tracks in the dirt like Porter is doing.”

I shrug. “He’s got his own way of doing things, and given his status as a legend in this office, I have to think it works. For him.”

“For him are the key words in that sentence,” Mann says.

“Well, we’ve just got different styles, and I won’t say one way is better than the other,” I offer up diplomatically.

“I will,” Astra states.

“Understand the criminal, understand their next move even before they do. It’s more efficient,” Paige says. “It takes a little time to get used to Blake’s methods and to learn her way of doing things, but in my time with this team, I’d say it works. Really, really well.”

“I think that’s something I can apply to this job,” Mann says.

“I think so too,” I respond. “Speaking of which, let’s try to get into the heads of Giles and Vincent and see if we can drag them back to prison. Rick, Nina, what do you have for us?”

“Okay, let’s start with Christopher Vincent,” Nina begins. “He grew up in the Washington Park neighborhood, has one half-brother and one half-sister—both by different baby mamas and both of whom have records—”

“Records for what?” Mo inquires.

“The sister, Sasha Gooden, lives in Raleigh now, but when she was here in Chicago, she got busted mostly for drug-related issues. Nothing violent,” Nina responds. “And it looks like since she moved to North Carolina, she’s cleaned up her act. It appears she has a steady job, a boyfriend, and two kids of her own. And just perusing her socials, I see she’s very active in her church.”

“Turned her life around. Good for her. I don’t see somebody like that helping her degenerate of a half-brother,” Kaminski says.

“She also doesn’t fit the description of Trey, the guy who broke them out of the transport,” Astra notes with a smirk.

“We’ll want to lob her a phone call anyway and see if she’s been in contact with Vincent,” I say. “I doubt it, given her current situation, but we’re going to cover all our bases.”

“Copy that,” Mo says. “I’ll make the call.”

“Good. Thank you,” I say. “What do we have on Vincent’s half-brother?”

“Morris Hester, thirty-six-years old and a lifelong resident of Canaryville,” Rick starts.

“Ugh,” Mann says. “That’s a rough neighborhood.”

“He’s been popped for breaking and entering, various drug charges, a couple of assaults, and one attempted rape,” Rick says. “He’s been in and out of prison since he was fourteen years old.”

Rick hits a few keys, and the booking photo of an angry-looking man appears. His dark eyes are narrow slits, his brow furrowed, and the corners of his mouth are turned down, caught somewhere between a frown and a sneer. A scar runs from the corner of his left nostril back to his ear, and he’s got a wiry beard but no mustache.

“Meet Morris Hester,” Rick announces.

“He looks like a real charmer,” Paige says.

“Just the kind of guy you’d want to bring home to mom,” Mo adds.

“Now, let’s not judge a book by its cover. Don’t be so superficial, guys,” Rick says. “Not when we have pages and pages of criminal activity to judge the man on.”

“Fair point,” Paige replies with a snicker.

“Are Hester and Vincent close?” I ask.

“Hard to say. They got arrested and locked up together a couple of times, so I guess they’ve got that bond going for them,” he answers. “But he has no social media footprint, and I can’t find anything that would say definitively one way or the other.”

“Well, he’s six one and heavyset. He fits the description Hayes gave us of the man who busted them out of the bus,” Astra says.

“Unfortunately, that description fits about half the guys in Chicago,” Mann tells her.

“Fair enough. But it gives us a place to start,” I say. “What about friends? Anybody in Vincent’s orbit stand out?”

“Without a social media footprint, it’s hard to say who’s actually in his orbit,” Rick says. “From what I’ve been able to turn up, though—which isn’t much, mind you—he doesn’t have a very wide group of friends.”

“Golly, what a shocker,” Astra says.

“Okay, how about Giles? What do we have on him?”

“Like Vincent, he doesn’t have a social media footprint at all, so tracking anybody in his friend’s group is going to take some time,” Nina tells us. “But he does have a son. Heath Giles. Twenty years old and a student at the University of Chicago where he is majoring in Sociology. He gets good grades, lives on his own, doesn’t have a sheet. By all accounts, he’s a decent, upstanding citizen. His socials show a pretty well-adjusted kid with a lot of friends. He seems to be the polar opposite of his father.”

“What about his mother?” Astra asks.

“Andrea Rooker, age forty-two,” Nina responds. “She moved to Arizona eight or nine years ago, leaving Heath to live with Maddy and Eric Lloyd—her sister and brother-in-law, who live over in Pilsen. The divorce record is messy, so I’ve just got a feeling Andrea wouldn’t be too keen on helping Giles escape.”

“All right, well, keep digging into Giles and Vincent,” I say. “They’re going to have people in their orbits who’d be the sort to help break them out of prison. Search for anything that might be useful, no matter how innocuous.”

“On it, Boss,” Nina and Rick reply in unison.

“Mo and Paige, take Mann with you, and go have a word with the Lloyds. I’d wager that Nina is right and it’s a dry hole, but I want to be thorough,” I say. “Astra, Kaminksi, and I will go have a word with Heath and with Hester.”

“Copy that,” Paige says.

“Watch each other’s backs out there, too, guys,” I caution. “We aren’t sure who’s involved and have no idea what exactly we’re walking into. Giles and Vincent could very well be hiding out at these places we’re about to visit. So, keep your heads on a swivel, and it wouldn’t hurt to wear your vests. In fact, make sure you do. I’m not taking chances with anybody’s lives. Got it?”

“Aye, Cap’n,” Paige chirps.

“Any other questions?”

I give it a minute, but nobody speaks, so I give them all a firm nod. “All right. Good,” I say. “Then gear up, and let’s start beating the bushes and see what flies out.”
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The City Garden Apartments, Hyde Park Neighborhood; Chicago, IL

A towering edifice, the City Garden Apartments has a lot in common with the Archer Terrace projects—albeit with a much higher price tag. Loosely named after Chicago’s city motto, Urbs in Horto, Latin for City in a Garden, the apartment tower is fifteen stories of concrete and seems to have about ten thousand units crammed into it. Built primarily for students at the University of Chicago, which is the centerpiece of the Hyde Park neighborhood, the City Garden Apartments are a lot like one giant dorm.

The common area on the ground floor stinks of weed, has beat up furniture, and is littered with beer cans and bottles, fast food wrappers, and crumpled up pieces of paper, no doubt tossed there by frustrated students. But unlike the run-down, decrepit vibe of Archer Terrace, this just feels like a bunch of kids who don’t pick up after themselves. A community board is half-covered with flyers for different bands, showcases, and art exhibitions. The other half is covered in lewd messages and written insults, some of which are pretty good. I’ll give them points for creativity. Astra pulls one of the insult cards addressed to somebody named “Stinky Sara” off the board and shows it to me.

“I’m not sure it’s physically possible to do this with a watermelon,” she says.

“I can live my life happily without that knowledge in my head,” I reply.

“I’d be interested in seeing if it could be done,” Kaminski says. “For scientific research purposes, of course.”

Astra and I both roll our eyes and bite back a laugh as Kaminski grins and we make our way over to the bank of elevators. He’s inappropriate and sometimes borders on crass. I can’t help but like the guy though. I like his sense of humor. As far as the job goes, his instincts seem to be spot on, and though he plays it off behind that veneer of jokes and tacky comments, I can see he takes the work as personally and seriously as we do. I’ve only known him a short time, but I think he’s good police.

“Thank God this place has working elevators,” I muse. “The last thing I want to do is trudge myself all the way to the twelfth floor.”

“Come on, Chief Wilder. A little exercise is good for you,” Kaminski says with a grin.

“Don’t make me shoot you,” I reply, drawing a laugh from him.

“I’m guessing you were the class clown, weren’t you?” Astra asks, though it sounds more like a statement than a question.

“Surprisingly, I was pretty shy and reserved back in school.”

“What happened?” she asks as we step into the elevator.

“This job,” he says. “I learned early on you need to develop a gallows sense of humor to cope with the crap we see. It’s the only way to stay sane and survive.”

“You are absolutely right,” Astra says.

“See? I was right. We’re perfect for each other, Russo,” he tells her. “Ditch the fiancé and let’s fly away together.”

“Yeah? Where are we going to go?” Astra asks.

“I hear Cleveland is nice this time of year.”

“Cleveland isn’t nice at any time of year,” she replies.

“So, that’s a no?”

“That’s a no.”

“You’ve broken my heart, Agent Russo.”

“I have a feeling you’re going to rebound just fine.”

“Yeah. Probably.”

They’re laughing together as the bell chimes and the doors slide open, letting us off into a long, narrow hallway that’s dimly lit and stinks like weed; the muffled sound of a bunch of different genres of music comes through the doors all around us. The tile laminate on the floor is scuffed and dingy and is curling away from the baseboards in some spots. The walls are a sickly shade of yellow that’s marked by patches of graffiti and obscene drawings, and trash as well bits of mail litter the ground, only making the place seem even more like a dorm.

“Wow. Kids today will smoke anything,” Kaminski says as he pulls a face. “The weed in this place stinks. It’s obviously trash.”

Astra arches an eyebrow. “More scientific research?”

“Of course. I’m committed to being the most well-rounded cop in Chicago.”

“I admire your dedication.”

“Why, thank you.”

The back-and-forth bantering between Astra and Kaminski is amusing. He seems to fit right in with our group. Astra is usually the one who’s most skeptical of newcomers—more so than even me—and she seems to have welcomed him into the team with open arms. She’s a great judge of character and is even more protective of the team than I am. She’s also usually a little more level-headed about things than I am, so I tend to trust her judgment more than my own. The fact that she gets on with him so well, I think, speaks volumes about Kaminski as both a cop and a person.

We arrive at Heath Giles’s door. Loud rock music is playing inside, and when I knock, I hear the clank of bottles as the music cuts out. Footsteps shuffle quickly toward the door, and it opens. When Heath sees us standing in the hallway, the expression of anticipation on his face slips and is instantly replaced by one of trepidation. His eyes flick to the left, then to the right, and it almost looks like he’s searching for a path to bolt. Heath quickly pulls it together, though, and offers us a shaky smile as he runs a hand through his hair.

“Can I, uh. Um. Can I help you?” he asks.

“Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I say as we flash our badges. “And this is Detective Kaminski, Chicago PD.”

Six-one with shaggy brown hair and eyes the color of milk chocolate, Heath Giles looks a lot like his father. The biggest difference I can see between the two men is the kid doesn’t have the sour, angry expression that seems permanently etched into his father’s face. He’s barefoot and shirtless, wearing nothing but blue jeans, showing off a pretty toned physique.

“Wow. Um. That’s a whole lot of badges,” he says. “What’s this about?”

“We need to have a chat,” I say. “Mind if we come in?”

He looks around again, looking shakier than before. But Kaminski takes the bull by the horns and pushes past the kid and barges into his apartment.

“Nah, he doesn’t mind,” Kaminski says. “Thanks, kid.”

“Uh. Yeah. Sure. I guess.”

Heath stands aside and allows Astra and me to enter. We step into a living room that’s an absolute disaster. Beer bottles line the coffee table, some of them knocked over, small pools of stale beer gathering beneath them. Fast food bags and containers are mixed in with the bottles, and judging by the pillows and sheet crumpled in the corner of the sofa, it looks like Heath has been sleeping on the couch. It’s not what I expected, given that he’s got a spotless record and is apparently a good student. I just thought he’d be a little more put together.

“Heath, my man, you should open a window in here,” Kaminski says. “It stinks in here, bro. Also, just a thought, but you might want to mix in a shower at some point soon.”

Heath shuffles into the room and turns away, an expression of shame on his face. “Sorry. It’s normally not like this. I’ve just been busy.”

“Too busy for basic hygiene?” Kaminski teases.

“What are you, the shower police?” Heath snaps.

Kaminski’s eyes glitter with amusement as he puts Heath on the defensive. It’s a common tactic. It’s one designed to put a subject back on their heels and keep them there, since people are more likely to say or do something stupid when they’re overwhelmed with emotion. It’s a tactic I’ve used more than a few times myself. But the detective seems to enjoy pushing people’s buttons and provoking a reaction.

Close proximity is another one that tends to put subjects on edge. It’s why you see cops in interview rooms sitting or standing so close to their suspect. Getting into their personal space tends to make them feel intimidated. Looming over them makes them uncomfortable and, again, puts them in a position where they’re more likely to slip up and make a mistake. Given the size of Heath’s apartment, though, that’s just a naturally occurring dynamic. There’s barely enough space for all four of us in his living room.

“What do you guys want? Why are you in my place, anyway?” Heath grumbles.

“We want to talk to you about your father,” I say.

“What about him?” he replies, sounding defensive.

“Are you aware he broke out of a prison transport?” Astra asks. “Two men were killed, and a third was left circling the drain in the process.”

“What does that have to do with me? I haven’t talked to the man in years.”

Kaminski frowns. “You’ve had no contact with your father—”

“He’s been in and out of prison since I was a kid. He murdered three people,” Heath says. “Why would I want to talk to him? Why would I want him to be part of my life?”

“Heath, it’s really important you be honest with us right now,” I tell him.

“I am being honest with you. I cut him out of my life a long time ago. I’m going somewhere in life, and he’s nothing but an anchor,” he argues. “You all being here right now proves that. Whenever he does something, I get dragged into it. When he murdered those people, do you know how many cops I had at my door? Do you have any idea how many questions I had to answer or how hard it was convincing them I had nothing to do with it? To this day, I don’t think they all believed me. And I was a freaking kid!”

“That must have been tough,” Kaminski says.

“It was,” he snarls, then looks pointedly at us. “It still is.”

As Kaminski and Astra continue to pepper him with questions, I take the opportunity to poke around his place. The mess I see is confined to his living room. His kitchen is clean and well organized and so is the peek into his bedroom I get through the slightly open door. He’s not the slob he appears to be. He seems to be wallowing in his living room, drinking himself into a stupor. It suggests to me that something happened… perhaps something that led him down a dark path. That isn’t necessarily proof of anything. He could be stressed out about school, a girlfriend, or a hundred other things. But it does pique my curiosity.

“Heath, are you sure you haven’t spoken to your father recently?” I ask.

“How many times do I have to answer the same questions?” he replies. “Jesus, this is like a bad replay of the last time he went away.”

He won’t meet my eyes as he speaks and shifts on his feet. He’s squirrelly and doesn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, so he slides them into his pockets. Astra catches my eye, and I can tell she sees what I see. Her radar seems to be pinging just as hard as mine.

“Heath, is there something you’re not telling us?” Astra asks.

“What? No.”

“You just seem nervous.”

His shoulders sag, and his gaze falls to the floor. “I am.”

“What has you so jumpy, kid?” Kaminski asks. “Is there something you want to tell us?”

Heath nudges a sweatshirt that’s crumpled on the ground with his toes and swallows hard. Silence fills the room for a full minute, and his face reddens. He takes a moment and sniffs loudly, then raises his head and finally meets my eyes.

“Listen, I’ve got weed in my place,” he says. “I had a bad breakup recently, and I’ve been self-medicating ever since.”

“You do realize recreational weed is legal in Illinois, right?” Kaminski scoffs.

“I’ve got some pills here too,” he admits. “I’ve just wanted to numb myself out.”

I share a glance with Astra and Kaminski. It’s a perfectly plausible explanation for his behavior. But is it true? Right now, I’m just not sure. I’ve had the feeling he’s hiding something from us, and it could simply be the drugs in his apartment. I don’t have a reason to doubt him right now, but by the same token, I don’t have a reason to believe him either. He’s surprisingly difficult to read. We’re going to have to dig into him deeper if we hope to find out whether he’s being truthful with us or not.

“Are you going to arrest me?” he asks.

“We’re not here to hassle you about your drugs, kid,” Kaminski says. “We just want you to tell us about your father.”

“I have absolutely nothing to say. Like I’ve told you a thousand times already, the guy has been humiliating me since I was a kid. He drove my mom away. I’ve had nothing to do with him for a long time. It’s why I want nothing to do with him.”

“Okay,” I say. “Well, I don’t have anything more, so thank you for your time.”

“Get rid of the drugs, though, kid,” Kaminski says. “Heartbroken or not, don’t make me send vice over to your apartment. Got it?”

Heath nods. “I got it.”

“If we have anything more for you, we’ll be in touch,” I say.

He shakes his head, his expression flitting back and forth between sadness, anger, and something else I can’t identify.

“What is it, Heath?” I ask.

“It’s just… even all these years, later, that man is still causing me problems.”

“Family, huh, kid?” Kaminski says with a grin. “It ain’t easy.”

He frowns, clearly not seeing the humor in it that the detective does.

“You guys can see yourself out,” he says.

I pull a card out of my pocket and find one of the few clean spots on the coffee table, then set it down and tap it.

“If you hear from your father, I expect to be the first call you make,” I tell him.

“Sure,” he replies, his voice flat and emotionless. “Now, please go.”

“Get rid of the drugs,” Kaminski reminds him.

“And for the love of God, take a shower and do some laundry,” Astra says.
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“We got nothin’,” Paige says. “Nobody we talked to had anything useful to say.”

“And I didn’t get the sense that they were hiding anything,” Mo tells us.

“The Lloyds seem like a good family. Their relationship with Heath has always been good,” Mann adds. “And they say they’ve had no contact with Paul Giles whatsoever. Not in years.”

“Do you believe them?” Astra asks.

“I do.”

“How’d you guys do?” Mo asks.

“Well, Kaminski and Astra managed to make the kid feel awful about himself,” I say.

“Just doing our civic duty,” Kaminski replies.

“Seriously. He smelled awful,” Astra adds. “Shaming him into a shower is a public service. We should get a medal for that.”

I sit back in my chair. “But did you guys notice that the rest of his house was immaculate? The mess was centralized in the living room.”

“She’s doing that psycho-profiler thing you talked about, huh?” Kaminski asks.

Astra nods. “She is.”

“And what does that mean? That the mess was centralized and only in his living room?” Kaminski asks. “Is that significant or something?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I find it interesting,” I respond. “If he was genuinely a slob, the entire place would have been a wreck. But it wasn’t.”

“Okay, so what does it mean?” Mann asks.

“I’m not sure yet. Like I said, it might not be anything,” I respond. “But it suggests to me that something happened that made him spiral, and he just hunkered down and wallowed in his filth. It’s not normal behavior for a well-rounded person. I couldn’t tell you what it was, but I think something happened.”

“He said it was the drugs and his breakup though,” Kaminski points out.

“And perhaps that’s it,” I respond. “But it’s just as possible it’s not.”

“Do you think it has anything to do with his dad?” Mo asks.

“It might. I just have the feeling he’s hiding something from us,” I say. “Rick, Nina, do me a favor and get an electronic warrant for his cell phone and Internet records. Dig through his emails and everything else you can find. I want to know who he’s talking to.”

“Do we have enough to get a warrant?” Mann wonders.

“He’s the son of an escaped convict who is the subject of a statewide manhunt. We shouldn’t have any trouble getting a warrant,” I say, then add, “but give me a shout if you do, and we’ll see if we can pull some strings.”

“We’re on it,” Nina says.

“I also want an alert at airports, bus stations, train stations, and rental car agencies,” I order. “I don’t want Giles and Vincent getting out of this city.”

“Got it,” Rick says.

“Mo, I’d like you to go sit on Heath Giles. Be discreet, but shadow him wherever he goes,” I say. “I want to know what he does and who he meets.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“Chief Wilder, do you mind if I go with Mo? I’d like to help tail the son,” Mann asks.

“The more the merrier,” Mo says.

“Good. Okay, thank you.”

Mo and Mann get up and head out of the room, eager to begin their assignment. Why they’d be eager to start a stakeout gig is beyond me. Frankly, I can’t think of a worse duty. It’s a necessary task sometimes, but it’s boring as hell. For reasons that elude me, though, Mo enjoys it; so I always make sure she gets the job if we have a need. And at least she’ll have somebody to talk to this time.

“What about Morris Hester?” Paige asks.

“We haven’t been able to get a fix on him,” I say. “We went by his place in Canaryville, and he wasn’t there. Nina, can you ping his phone for me?”

She taps away at her keyboard but frowns. “His phone isn’t pinging. It must be off.”

“That seems a little suspicious,” Kaminski says.

“A little bit, yeah,” I say. “We need to find this guy to find out what he knows and if he’s involved.”

“Agreed,” Astra says. “How are we going to do that?”

“Paige, I want you and Kaminski to go talk to his PO and see if he knows where Hester might be hanging out,” I say. “Astra and I are going to drop into his job and see what kind of information they can give us. Who knows? He could surprise us and be there.”

“Copy that, Chief,” Paige says.

“Okay, let’s hit it.”
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The aptly-named South Side Hardware is located in Canaryville in the notoriously violent South Side of Chicago. You oftentimes can’t go a day without somebody on the South Side being shot, stabbed, beaten, or robbed. It’s violent. But it’s also a neighborhood that’s colorful and has a long, rich history as well, and there are annual and ongoing attempts to restore and revitalize the South Side. Longtime residents are resistant to the gentrification efforts, refusing to let the wealthy steal the land out from under them, even if that means many are forced to live in squalor. But that’s not my beat. I’ll leave that for the residents, the developers, and the local politicos to work out between themselves.

The front doors open automatically as we approach, and Astra follows me into the cool, cavernous interior. The store looks like business is booming with people who look like contractors mixed in with the do-it-yourselfers crowding the place. A young woman in a green vest with the store logo on the breast is bustling by when I grab her arm. She wheels around, her face etched with annoyance that’s bordering on open hostility.

“Sorry,” I say. “We just need to speak with the manager.”

“He’s over there,” she replies, waving vaguely to her right. “I gotta go.”

Without waiting for a response, she turns and heads off again to do whatever she’s been tasked with doing. Astra and I walk over to the area she waved toward and find a man behind the service counter whom I assume is the manager. About five-six with a wild tangle of white hair atop his head and a bushy mustache that completes the Einstein cosplay, the man is red in the face, looking harried as he tries to help the customer in front of him who seems irate about something.

We walk over as he’s wrapping up his very animated conversation with the customer whose complaint seems to stem from receiving a defective doorknob. When the customer finally leaves, the man lets out a breath of relief. It’s a short-lived feeling, though, when his eyes fall on us and his face contorts with something that could be disgusting or just plain annoyance. Or perhaps some combination of the two. It’s a toss-up.

“Officers,” he greets us, his tone gruff. “What can I do for you?”

Astra cuts a glance at me, a glimmer of amusement on her face. She’s always telling me I just radiate the cop vibe and people can always tell I’ve got a badge, an assertion I always deny. Every time somebody marks us out, though, she always gives me that same smug I-told-you-so grin.

“Shut up,” I mutter at her, then turn and badge the man behind the counter in front of us. “Chief Wilder and SSA Russo, FBI.”

“Feds, huh? And what brings a couple of Feds to our humble little hardware store?” he asks. “Or the better question is probably, who?”

“What is your name, sir?”

“Clayton,” he replies. “Clayton Milling.”

“Great, thank you, Mr. Milling. Does Morris Hester work here?”

A sour expression crosses his face. “Used to.”

“Used to?”

“If he can’t be bothered to show up for his shift, he ain’t going to work here no more,” Milling says. “He ain’t been in for a few days. No call, no show, no nothin’. He’s done here.”

“No call and no show, huh?” I ask.

“Didn’t I just say that?”

“And have you tried contacting him?” Astra asks.

“Ain’t my job to herd these people up. If they don’t want to be here, I ain’t gonna force ‘em. I manage this store. I don’t babysit the employees,” he snaps. “Most of the people here are fresh out of the joint. You’d think they’d be grateful to get that second chance. Some people can’t though. A regular job ain’t for them. They just go back gettin’ into all sorts of mess on the streets. Idiots.”

“Mr. Milling, do you happen to have any idea where Morris might hang out? Or can you point us in the direction of any of his friends?” Astra asks.

“What am I now, his freaking social director?”

Astra purses her lips. “I just thought since he worked for you—”

“Worked for me. He was an employee, not a friend,” he cuts her off. “I don’t know anything about the people who work here other than their names and whether they’re here for their shift or not. I get paid to manage them and keep this store running. Not be their buddies.”

“Wow,” Astra says. “I can see why you were voted Manager of the Year.”

He sneers at her. “Like I said, my job is to manage this place and all its employees. You ever tried to manage a bunch of ex-cons?”

“Nah. My job is to put the bad guys away. Along with anybody who might be protecting them,” she says pointedly.

“You got something to say?”

“I think I just said it.”

“Okay, let’s take the temperature down a few degrees,” I say. “Mr. Milling, it’s vital that we find Mr. Hester. We very much need to talk to him. We’ve been to his place, and we’ve tried calling, but so far, nothing. We can’t find him.”

“I can’t help you,” he said. “I got no idea where he is, and if he ain’t answerin’ his phone or his door, that ain’t my problem. It’s yours. I got enough to worry about around here.”

“Mr. Milling, are any of the other employees friends with him outside of work?” I ask.

“Can’t tell you. No idea. Like I said, I don’t socialize with anybody here.”

“That’s fine. Would you mind if we asked your employees a few questions?”

“They’re on the clock, and we’re busy.”

“Mr. Milling, this is vital. I’m trying to be understanding and considerate of the fact that this is a workplace, but we are in the middle of an investigation that’s very time sensitive—”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m tryin’ to run a business here.”

“I understand that,” I say. “And if you refuse to cooperate by letting us take just a moment of your employees’ time, you’re going to force me to obtain a warrant to speak with them. If I have to do that, we’re going to have to shut this entire place down until we conduct our interviews.”

“And believe me, if you make us get a warrant, this process will really drag on since we’re going to have to search this place from top to bottom to ensure Hester isn’t hiding in here somewhere and there’s nothing in here that will lead us to him,” Astra says.

Milling’s face darkens, and his lips curl back in a silent snarl. “Throwin’ your weight around like this and hasslin’ the little guys… that really gets y’all off, doesn’t it?”

“Will we have to get a warrant, Mr. Milling?” I say.

When he doesn’t answer, I make a show of pulling my phone out of my pocket, then theatrically begin to dial a number, hoping he’ll buy my bluff. We have no cause for a warrant, and no judge would ever give us one. They’d laugh us out of their chambers. I’m just hoping Milling doesn’t understand that and caves under the pressure we’re applying.

“Fine. Fine,” he says. “Talk to the employees on duty. Just… be brief.”

“We’ll be as brief as we can. I give you my word.”

He waves us off. “Whatever. Just do what you gotta do, then get the hell out.”

Astra and I turn and walk away to speak with the employees on duty. It’s a process that goes a lot faster than I expected it to since nobody claims to hang out with Hester outside of work. They all describe him as closed off, grumpy, and completely antisocial. He never tried to make friends with anybody, and given his demeanor, understandably, nobody ever tried to befriend him either. Nobody has the first clue where he might be or how to get in touch with him. When we walk out of South Side Hardware, it’s without anything more than when we walked in, unless you count the raging case of frustration gripping us both.

“Well, that was a bust,” she gripes.

“Absolute bust.”

“What next?” Astra asks.

“Good question,” I respond. “Very good question.”
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“Have Mo and Mann checked in?” I ask.

“They did. All quiet on the western front,” Nina reports.

“I guess the kid is still up there smoking all his problems away,” Astra muses.

“Well, to be fair, Kaminski did tell him to get rid of his weed,” I reply. “But he didn’t tell him how to do it.”

Astra snickers. “That’s fair.”

“Did you get the alerts out to all the transportation hubs?” I ask.

“We did. We’ve got pictures out everywhere,” Rick responds. “If Giles and Vincent try to get out via train, plane, or automobile, we’ll have them.”

“Good. Good,” I say.

As if on cue, Paige and Kaminski walk into the conference room and take a seat at the table, the frustrated looks on their faces telling me they had about as much luck as we had.

“We came away with nothing,” Paige confirms. “His PO hasn’t heard from him in about a week… missed his last two check-ins, so he’s planning to violate the guy.”

Kaminski shakes his head. “We also checked a lot of the usual haunts for some of these degenerate types, and nobody’s seen or heard from Giles or Vincent.”

“Most pretended they’d never heard of them before,” Paige reports.

“They’re full of crap,” Kaminski says. “But there’s nothin’ we can do about it. It’s not like we can beat it out of them.”

“Then I’d say you didn’t give it your maximum effort, Detective Kaminski,” Astra says.

“That kind of maximum effort would cost me my pension. And as satisfying as beating those dirtbags might be, it’s not worth giving up my retirement plan. I have to keep you living in style, don’t I, Agent Russo?”

She grins. “Sweetie, pension or not, you couldn’t afford me. Not on a cop’s salary.”

Kaminski put his hands over his heart, and an expression of faux pain on his face. “Ouch. Just ouch. Madame, does your cruelty know no bounds?”

“It really doesn’t.” Rick says. “It all makes sense, though, when you realize she views that movie Mean Girls as autobiographical.”

“Isn’t it though?” Astra responds.

“Okay, as much as I enjoy the witty repartee, we’ve got a manhunt to conduct, people,” I say. “Can we focus on that for a couple of minutes?”

“If we must,” Astra teases.

“What’s our next move, Chief?” Paige asks.

“I’m open to ideas,” I say. “These guys are only going to remain in Chicago for so long. We need to figure out how to find them before they bolt.”

I can’t deny that I’m feeling a little extra pressure about this case. It’s my first as the head of DD Church’s new task force, and I feel like we need to get a win to justify the limb she went out on to keep my team together. We need to show her—and those she answers to—that creating this task force was the right play. And on another level, I want to show Kathryn Hedlund that she can knock me down, but I’ll get right back up, dust myself off, and get back to doing what I do every single time. I want her to see she cannot beat me.

“Rick, have you looked at Heath’s phone records?” I ask.

“I have. There are no unknown numbers,” he replies. “Every number on his call log seems to be legit. No burners or anything fishy.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean he wasn’t communicating with his father,” Astra offers.

“No, it doesn’t. It just means we’re going to have to look harder if we want to find that connection,” I say.

“Or maybe he’s being honest,” Nina says. “In his place, I sure wouldn’t want a guy like Paul Giles wreaking havoc in my life. Seems more trouble than he’s worth.”

“I think deep down most guys want a relationship with their dad though. Most guys subconsciously seek their approval, and it tends to warp their perceptions of their fathers, making them accept things they wouldn’t from anybody else,” Kaminski says.

“Aww, look, Kaminski’s got daddy issues. That’s adorable,” Astra says.

“That’s funny. I heard you do too,” he replies. “I just don’t usually date mine.”

There’s a pregnant pause in the room for a moment just before the room explodes with laughter. Rick leans over the table and slaps hands with the detective.

“That, I believe, is game, set, and match,” he declares.

“You got got,” Paige adds.

Astra shakes her head, a rueful expression crossing her face. She sits back in her seat and tips an invisible hat to Kaminski, knowing he’d gotten the better of her in that round. I have no doubt, though, it’s just one skirmish in what seems like a much longer war. It was a good barb, so I give them a minute to enjoy it and settle down before I try to get this back on track.

“All right, children, are we ready to work?” I ask, earning a round of sarcastic grumbles. “Okay, good. Now, these guys are still going to need cash. Rick, do me a favor and set up alerts for robberies—banks, gas stations, liquor stores, or anything else. I want to know the second someplace gets hit.”

“You got it, Boss,” he responds.

A twenty-something Asian woman in khakis and a black polo shirt with the US Marshals crest on the right breast wheels a cart into the room.

“Chief Wilder?” she asks.

I raise my hand. “That’s me.”

“The warden at the Indiana State Prison just sent over copies of the visitor and call logs, as requested,” she says, pointing to the binders in the cart.

“Fantastic,” I say and get to my feet.

I pull the half dozen three-inch binders out of her cart and set them down on the table, then thank her again. She gives me a curt nod and leaves the conference room.

“Don’t be shy, grab a binder,” I say.

Kaminski grabs a binder and starts handing them out. I take one, then walk back to my chair and sit down. I open it up and begin flipping through it.

“What are we looking for here?” Paige asks.

“For the moment, I want to know if Heath Giles was telling the truth about not having any contact with his father,” I say. “I want to know if he’s ever visited the man. If he shows up in the visitor’s logs, we’ll know he lied and can reasonably assume he lied about everything else he told us.”

“Couldn’t he have just signed in with a fake name?” Rick asks.

“What, are you new here?” Nina responds with a roll of her eyes. “You have to show valid ID to get a prison visitor’s pass.”

Rick flashes her a mischievous grin. “I guess visiting your boyfriend acquainted you with prison procedures pretty well.”

Nina gives him the finger but looks amused. The banter picks up again, though, as the boredom and monotony of flipping through hundreds of pages worth of visitor logs set in. But I don’t move to curtail it, assuming my people can manage to fire off insults at one another while simultaneously looking through the mountain of pages in front of them. Unfortunately, after a couple of hours, nobody comes up with a thing.

“Looks like he was telling the truth,” Paige says. “He didn’t visit his father in prison.”

“We shouldn’t rule out the possibility the kid visited under a false identity using a fake ID. These dirtbags have a work-around for everything,” Kaminski said.

“Wow,” Astra says. “And I thought I was the cynical one.”

“We’re two peas in a pod, Russo. You really should stop fighting this thing between us. It’s inevitable,” Kaminsky says.

“Only in your own mind.”

“Sweetheart, you don’t want to know what’s in my mind,” he teases.

“Okay, ick,” she replies with a giggle, then turns to me. “Anyway, should we pull Mo and Mann off surveilling him?”

I shake my head. “No. Not yet. I’m still not convinced his father isn’t going to reach out to him at some point. We’ll keep him covered for a little while longer.”

“Copy that.”

“Rick, you have the call logs?” I ask.

“I do. And I’m not finding any calls made from Heath’s number to the prison,” he answers.

“Also, not definitive since he could have used a burner,” Kaminski points out.

“Fair point,” I say. “I know it will take some time, but see if you can match all of Giles’s calls with valid numbers. Put together a list of all the unconnected numbers you find, and we’ll see if we can track them down.”

“On it,” he says.

“Hey, boss,” Nina says, her eyes still on her book.

“Find something?” I ask.

“Maybe,” she responds. “Giles and Vincent were cellies, right? Friends?”

“I’m assuming they’re friends since they planned this breakout together. Or at least, they’re temporary allies,” I say.

“Well, I’m not seeing Heath Giles’s name in the logs here, but I am seeing a name repeated more than a few times. A woman,” she tells me. “But she was there to see Vincent, not Giles.”

Kaminski glances at me. “Maybe they used a woman not connected to Giles as a medium to help them plan this?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“What’s the name?” I ask.

“Her name is Pamela Kelly,” Nina answers as she puts the woman’s DMV photo up on the monitor for us to see. “She is forty-one, lives in Chesterton, Indiana. She’s an accountant, and according to these logs, she visited Vincent weekly.”

“Weekly?” Paige asks. “That’s dedication.”

“Chesterton’s about an hour from here, but only twenty minutes from the Indiana State Prison,” Kaminski says. “If the transfer to Menard had been successful, it would have been about a three-hour drive for her. I have to wonder how long that romance would have lasted with that kind of commute.”

“What, you don’t believe in romance?” Astra asks.

“Not if I have to drive three hours for it,” he responds.

“And you wonder why you’re single.”

“So, are we thinking she may have helped facilitate the escape?” Paige asks.

I tap my pen on the binder in front of me, giving it some thought. I don’t know too many accountants who live life on the wild side like that. Not that I know a lot of accountants. But the few I’ve known have tended to be mild-mannered and not exactly the adventurous type. It’s hard for me to see a middle-aged accountant eschewing that stable, predictable sort of life for a wild life of crime. Kelly’s picture doesn’t really sway my opinion.

Her limp, dishwater-blonde hair and dull blue eyes and pale complexion don’t strike me as the Bonnie to Vincent’s Clyde. She looks like a woman who would be more likely to enjoy a night in playing Scrabble than somebody who’d willingly go on the run. Of course, it’s not like I know her. Maybe her life is dull and stale, and she’s been looking to spice it up. Maybe she’s been desperately searching for the sort of excitement that taking up with a wanted criminal would infuse her life with. I somehow doubt it, but it’s possible. I guess.

Astra looks over at me. “What are we thinking, Blake?”

“I’m thinking we need to go have a talk with Pamela Kelly,” I respond.

“Excellent.”

“Okay, I want the rest of you to keep going through the logs. See if there’s anything else that stands out or points us in another direction,” I say. “Also, Rick and Nina, see what you can do about finding Morris Hester. Keep pinging his phone and beating whatever bushes you can. We need to find this guy. The longer he’s missing, the more I start to think he’s the key.”

“Got it, Boss,” Nina says.

“Okay,” I say and turn to Astra. “Let’s go talk to this woman.”

“Hey, are you sure you don’t want me to tag along to make sure Russo doesn’t beat a confession out of this woman?” Kaminski asks.

“I’d rather spend an hour in the car with a rabid badger than you,” she replies with a saccharine sweet smile.

“She plays hard to get. I like that. I like that a lot.”

Astra looks at me. “Can we go?”

The corners of my mouth curl upward as a wickedly mischievous expression crosses my face. “I think maybe Detective Kaminski could be of some help—”

“I’ll meet you in the car,” Astra says, then looks at Kaminski. “Just remember, I’m armed. And I’m a very, very good shot.”

I give the detective a shrug. “That’s very true. She is.”

The sound of his deep, rolling laughter follows me out of the conference room and down the hallway.
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Bertram Street, Residence of Pamela Kelly; Chesterton, IN

Nestled up against the Indiana State Park and Indiana Dunes National Park, Chesterton is a small, relatively affluent town on the shores of the massive Lake Michigan. It’s a small, insular community where everybody seems to know everybody else’s business. Or judging by the number of surreptitious looks and faces at the windows I see as we climb out of the SUV, they’re desperately trying to know their neighbors’ business. To be fair, Astra and I stick out like a pair of sore thumbs, so maybe it’s natural for people to be that intensely curious.

“Ever feel like you’re in a zoo exhibit?” Astra asks.

“And here I thought you’d be used to getting gawked at by a bunch of strangers.”

“Funny. Maybe you and Kaminski should go bowling together.”

“I would, but I don’t want to listen to him talk about you the whole time.”

“You’re on fire today, Wilder,” she says with amusement in her voice.

“I have to up my game if I want to hang around with you crazy kids.”

I note the white VW Beetle in the driveway as we step onto the porch of Pamela Kelly’s small, Cape Cod style cottage. The blue door stands out against the white clapboard construction with the same blue trimming the low eaves and shutters that frame the windows on both sides of the front door. A pair of rocking chairs flank a small table to our right. It’s a cute little house in a quaint little town.

I raise my hand and knock on the door. A moment later, it opens, and the woman from the DMV photo Nina had pulled up is staring back at us. She’s a short, sturdy woman with a nervous demeanor. Her eyes widen when we badge her, and she brushes a lock of her hair away from her forehead.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I say. “May we come in, Ms. Kelly? We have some questions for you.”

“Questions for me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Astra says. “We need to talk to you about Christopher Vincent.”

At the mention of his name, the look on her face shifts from one of surprise to one of sadness. She swallows, then lets out a small sigh.

“What about him?” she asks.

“Ms. Kelly, can we speak inside?” I ask again and pointedly look toward the street. “We’d rather not talk to you in front of your neighbors.”

Without a word, she steps aside and allows us in. As she closes the door behind us, Kelly gestures to the doorway on the right, and we all step into a small living room. The carpet is a dark blue, and the walls are bone white. The front window is to our right, and a large TV sits atop a credenza against the wall across from us. A well-worn sofa and recliner sit between us and the television, the picture paused on two women on some trashy reality show caught mid-screech.

She motions to the sofa, then perches on the edge of the recliner. A TV tray stands next to her chair with an open bag of Cheetos and four cans of Diet Coke lined up on top, and all around the room is an incredibly wide array of cat statuettes. There are literally dozens of them. Kelly picks up a napkin and wipes her hands, then drops it next to the soda cans. She wrings her hands together and shifts in her seat, avoiding our gaze.

“What is this about?” she asks.

I sit forward, elbows on my knees, and clasp my hands together. “We understand that you have a relationship with Christopher Vincent.”

“I don’t know that I’d go so far as to say that.”

“You visited him at the state prison just about every week. You wrote letters and made phone calls too numerous to count. If not a relationship, what would you call it?” Astra asks.

A hit of emotional pain flashes across her face, and she bites her bottom lip as her eyes shimmer with tears she’s fighting hard to keep from falling. Kelly grabs the napkin again and dabs her eyes. She sniffs them back and sits up, but still can’t bring herself to meet our eyes.

“I don’t know what he called it,” she says quietly. “But I was in love with him.”

“You were in love with him,” Astra says, emphasizing the past tense.

Kelly finally looks at Astra, her cheeks flushed, an inscrutable expression on her face. “I know how it sounds and what you must be thinking. But Christopher was a good man. He had a good heart. Or at least, I thought he did.”

“What happened to change your opinion?” I ask.

“He… well… he ghosted me.”

“Ghosted you?”

She sighs and sniffs loudly again, viciously wringing the napkin in her hand. “We started as pen pals. I… I signed up on one of those prisoner pen pal websites. At first, I thought maybe I could do something to help brighten somebody’s day. That was all I intended. I just wanted to help maybe make them feel not so hopeless.”

“Okay, that’s understandable,” I say.

“But right away, things with Christopher were just different. He was kind. Funny. He made me laugh so easily…”

Her words taper off as her emotions swell within her. It’s hard to not feel bad for her. She’s obviously a lonely woman. A woman with incredibly low confidence and self-esteem. It’s not hard to believe that she wanted to help make a prisoner’s day a little brighter, but I also think she was a lot more open to the idea of finding love or perhaps just positive affirmations prisoners are more likely to heap on anybody who pays them any sort of attention. While finding love may not have been her primary motivation to sign up on the pen pal website, I’m relatively certain it was somewhere in her thinking when she sent that first message.

“Go on, Ms. Kelly,” I prompt.

She sighs deeply again. “Eventually, I started going up to the prison to visit him. We exchanged phone calls and emails. I… I fell for him. And I thought he felt the same.”

“And what happened?” Astra asks.

She shakes her head. “About three weeks ago, he just cut off all contact with me.”

“Why is that?” Astra presses.

“I… I don’t know.”

I can tell immediately that she’s not being honest and is hiding something from us. Even now, after he ghosted her, Kelly is remaining steadfastly loyal to the man, perhaps believing—no, hoping—that he’ll come back to her. I can see it in her face.

“Ms. Kelly, did Vincent ask you to do something illegal for him?” Astra asks. “Did he ask you to help him break out of prison?”

“What? No. Of course not. I would never do something illegal,” she gasps.

That much I can believe. She’s a very straitlaced, buttoned-down sort of woman, and the most illegal thing I can see her doing is jaywalking. If she was feeling particularly mischievous, she might lift a tube of ChapStick or not come to a full and complete stop at a sign. But helping plan a prison break just doesn’t seem to be in the woman’s wheelhouse.

“Did he ask you to help him once he got out?” I ask. “Did he ask you to give him shelter, supplies, or maybe just money?”

“No. He didn’t.”

The hesitation in her voice is brief, and she quickly covers it. But because I’m studying her so closely, it sticks out like a neon sign on a dark night to me. She’s lying.

“Ms. Kelly, I can tell you’re not being truthful with me right now—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Let’s not play these games,” I say. “What did Vincent ask you to do for him?”

“He didn’t ask me to do anything.”

“Listen, lady, your boyfriend murdered two people as he broke out of prison, and we’re hunting him,” Astra growls. “If we can prove you rendered aid—and if you did it, I can guarantee we’ll find it—you will find yourself in a world of trouble. Am I clear?”

“And by trouble, we’re talking actual charges, Ms. Kelly. You could find yourself facing serious prison time unless you come clean with us now. Right now,” I tell her.

She opens her mouth as if she’s about to lie to me again but closes it instead and looks down at the tissue clutched in her fist. I give her a minute to play out the scenarios in her head—to realize just how screwed she’ll be if she doesn’t cooperate and we can tie her to the escaped convicts. She licks her lips as her hand starts to tremble.

“What did he ask you do to, Ms. Kelly?” I ask.

“I didn’t know he was planning on breaking out,” she says. “Not at first.”

“I believe you,” I tell her. “When did you know?”

“A few weeks ago… right before he broke off contact with me.”

“And what happened a few weeks ago?” Astra presses.

Kelly picks up one of the cans of Diet Coke in a trembling hand and takes a quick drink. She clears her throat and brushes her hair out of her face again. She nearly drops the can as she sets it back down, then wipes her mouth with the rumpled tissue she’s still holding.

“Ms. Kelly?” I start. “What happened a few weeks ago?”

“He… uh… he asked me for some money. A lot of money. And a car,” she replies quietly. “He said he was getting out of prison soon and needed money to get out of town.”

Astra looks at her skeptically. “Getting out of prison?”

“I’m not naïve. I know he’s supposed to be inside for a long time… I know that meant he was going to break out,” she says.

“And what did you tell him?” I ask.

“I told him I can’t give him the money,” she replies. “I told him I don’t want to be involved in anything illegal. I said no.”

I study her face closely, looking for the slightest hint or tell that suggests she’s being deceptive. I don’t see a thing. As far as I can tell, she’s being honest.

“Did he mention where he might be going once he got out?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No, I didn’t know any of the details. And he didn’t share them with me. All he wanted from me was money and a car.”

“So, you knew he was going to break out, but you didn’t contact the police?” Astra asks.

Her face flushes scarlet, and a tremor passes through her. “I—I didn’t know any of the specifics,” she stammers. “I wasn’t even sure he was being serious—”

“You’re not stupid or naïve, as you pointed out. Two men were killed when your boyfriend escaped, and a third man’s life is still up in the air,” Astra says, her voice low and icy. “But you did nothing to prevent that when a simple phone call could have stopped it.”

“I didn’t know…”

Kelly’s words trail off, and this time, she can’t stop the tears from falling. She wipes them away with what’s left of the tissue in her hand but can’t stem the tide. It’s not hard to see the guilt pressing down on her like a ten-ton weight.

“You didn’t want to know,” Astra says coldly.

“Ms. Kelly, do you know where Vincent would go? Did he ever mention anyplace he might want to get away to?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Nothing specific. He just used to say if he ever got out, he was going to start over in Europe… we were supposed to start over in Europe together.”

“Do you know where he might go to get money since you said no?” I press.

“I don’t,” she replies. “He doesn’t have a lot of friends. And certainly, none who would be able to give him the sort of money he was asking for.”

“And he hasn’t tried to contact you since he’s been out?” Astra asks.

“No. When I told him I couldn’t give him the money, he just cut off all contact with me. I swear it, Agents.”

Again, I don’t pick up on any deception in her face or her words. She’s being truthful. Even still, she’s a lonely woman who got a taste of that affection she seems to crave so badly from Vincent, and I don’t necessarily trust that if he called her now, that she’d do the right thing and call us. She might, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t. Especially if he promised her that they would be together. I put my card down on the coffee table in front of her anyway.

I hold her gaze firmly. “Ms. Kelly, if he contacts you, it’s vital that you call us right away. We need to know where he is.”

“I understand.”

“I mean it,” I press. “If we learn that you’re hiding information from us, we can and will charge you with some very serious crimes.”

“I swear. If he calls me, I’ll be sure to tell you right away. I promise.”

“Okay,” I say. “Thank you for your time.”

Astra and I get to our feet and head for the door. I hear her crying softly behind us as we step outside, and I close the door behind us. As we walk to the SUV, Astra turns to me.

“You really think she’ll call if Vincent touches base?”

“Don’t know. But I’m not going to chance it,” I respond. “I’ll have the Marshals post up outside her house and get a warrant to tap her lines. If he tries to contact her, we’ll know.”

“Excellent.”
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US Marshals Field Office, Conference Room 134; Chicago, IL

“I’d really like to have a couple of Marshals post up outside Pamela Kelly’s house,” I say. “I don’t think Vincent is going to contact her, but just in case he does, I think it would be wise to have somebody there.”

The large man nods. “I agree. Better to have somebody there and not need them than need them and not have them there.”

Deputy Chief Marshal Steve Newell is an enormous man. Six-seven and solid from head to toe. The man does not take a day off from the gym, and he is imposing, to say the least. His dark, flinty eyes seem permanently squinted, his complexion is tawny, as if his tan has been baked into his skin, and he has the look of an old west gunfighter about him. The .357 Magnum revolver on his hip only adds to that image. His hair is black and slicked back, and he’s got a neatly trimmed goatee, both lightly dusted with gray, giving him a rugged but somewhat scholarly appearance.

Unlike a lot of the command staff, though, Chief Newell doesn’t wear a suit. He’s in blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a blue denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up over thick forearms that ripple with muscle. The earth, globe, and anchor of the US Marine Corps peeking out from beneath the sleeve on his right arm and the gold Marshals Service star above his breast pocket gleams like he just shined it. The man just has a presence it’s hard to not be impressed with, and he strikes me as the sort of man who leads from the front. That’s something I can absolutely respect.

“I asked around about you,” Newell said. “You and your team have quite the reputation.”

“To be fair, depending on who you talk to, our reputation varies,” I say.

His thin lips curl upward. “Believe me, Chief Wilder, I’ve been in this game long enough to know how to separate the wheat from the chaff. I know exactly who’s going to pour crap in my ear and who’s going to give it to me straight. I value the latter and ignore the former.”

“I think you and I will get along just fine then,” I say.

“I think so too.”

He stands at the head of the conference table, his eyes moving around and taking everybody in. I can see him assessing everybody. Taking their measure. Although I can understand why he’d want to check up and see what kind of team was working out of his office, it does make me wonder who he spoke with. He seems like a no-nonsense kind of man—the sort of man who might not tolerate the sort of levity and banter I allow on my team.

Newell’s eyes fall on Kaminski. “I heard you had a penchant for taking in strays.”

“I do when they’re good at their jobs,” I reply. “And Detective Kaminski is a very talented investigator. He’s a real asset.”

Newell nods. “I’ve heard good things about him.”

“Talked to my mom, did you?” Kaminski chirps, obviously unable to hold his tongue.

“Yeah, I did. On my way out this morning,” Newell deadpans.

Time seems to stop as a pronounced silence that feels like it has a physical weight descends over the room. Everybody is glancing at one another, trying to decide whether they heard what they thought they heard. Me included. It’s Kaminski who breaks the ice with a hearty belly laugh. He’s genuinely amused. That cues everybody else to laugh along with him.

“That was good, Chief Deputy,” Kaminski says. “That was really good.”

That was unexpected. Clearly, Chief Deputy Newell has a razor-sharp wit hidden beneath that tough, good-old-boy exterior. The corners of his mouth flicker upward in something akin to a smile, finally cracking Newell’s icy visage. There are obvious layers to this man. There’s more to him than meets the eye, and it makes me like him even more than I already do.

“Sorry,” Newell says. “He just teed it up for me, and I couldn’t resist.”

“Nothing for you to be sorry about. I encourage my team to keep things loose,” I tell him. “I find people perform better when they don’t feel like they’re being micromanaged and ground down to nothing. In my experience, that kind of pressure is counterproductive.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” he says.

“So, how is Marshal Porter doing?” I ask.

“He’s coming up empty. I wouldn’t expect him back though. He’s a proud man, and I think you embarrassed him.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“I know. He’s notoriously thin-skinned. He’s great at what he does—one of the best I’ve ever seen. But he just expects everybody to fall into line with him. He sometimes can’t conceive of the idea that there’s a better way of doing things.”

“I got that impression.”

“He doesn’t think much of the way your team operates, running on psychological profiles and all. But I think it’s the right way to go.”

I look at him, surprised. “You do?”

He nods. “Took me a while to come around to it, but I see the value. I see how getting into somebody’s head can help you predict their next steps,” he says. “It’s why I’m glad Mann is working with you guys on this. And it’s also why I’m going to try to work in some profiling classes for my marshals. I want them to learn to think outside the box.”

His attitude is more than a little surprising to me. It’s very forward-thinking and more progressive than I would have expected. But his willingness to broaden his mind and his operations to improve the way they function only deepens my respect for him.

“So, where are we with this, Chief?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Not very far, I’m afraid. I’ve got Mann and one of my agents sitting on Giles’s son, but there doesn’t seem to be any movement there. We secured a warrant to tap Pamela Kelly’s lines, and you’re going to have a couple of your people sit on her,” I tell him. “We’re monitoring all cash-related crimes in the city, and we’ve locked down all the transportation corridors. But if they get their hands on a car and some cash some other way, which I think they will in time, they’re going to slip through the net.”

“They’re going to surface. You’ve made it difficult for them to move freely, but they’re going to have to stick their heads out to get what they need to get out of Dodge,” he says. “But when and where is anybody’s guess right now.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem.”

“We can go back to the usual degenerate hangouts,” Kaminski offers. “If we start squeezing them even harder, one of them might sing.”

“Or it might make them clam up even harder,” Astra says.

“She’s not wrong,” Newell says.

“Yeah,” I mutter.

“What are your next steps, Chief?” Newell asks.

“We’re going through all the visitor and call logs, as well as digging through all electronic communications. The warden is sending over written communications, but we don’t have them yet,” I say. “We know they coordinated with somebody on the outside—my gut is telling me it’s Vincent’s half-brother, Morris Hester, but we haven’t been able to track him down yet. The guy has disappeared on us. But just in case that’s a dead lead, I want to be able to pivot quickly to whoever else these two were in communication with.”

“That’s reasonable. That makes sense,” he says.

“Worse, it’s all we have right now,” I reply.

“We’re looking for a needle in a stack of needles,” Astra says.

“Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, anything at all, my resources are at your full disposal, Chief,” Newell says. “Like I said, I’m thankful you’re out here helping us with this.”

“I appreciate that. And if I can think of anything that might help, you’ll be my first call. Right now, I just want to find Hester. I really feel like he’s the key to all this.”

“I’ll put some feelers out. We’ve got informants out there, too, so I’ll squeeze them and see if we can come up with anything.”

Kaminski’s phone rings, and he grabs it, then quickly steps over to a corner of the room and speaks quietly. I turn back to Newell, my mind uncomfortably blank right now. Until we find Hester and question him, I really don’t know how we’re going to find these two animals. What scares me more, though, is that if we are able to wrangle him, that he knows nothing and had nothing to do with Giles and Vincent breaking out of custody. If that were to happen, I have no idea where we’d go. My gut tells me he’s involved. But unfortunately, my gut isn’t always right.

“Chief,” Kaminski says.

Newell and I both turn to the detective as he slips his phone back into his pocket, a strange light glimmering in his eyes.

“They found Christopher Vincent and Morris Hester.”
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The Dot; East Garfield Park; Chicago, IL

“Charming place,” I say.

We’re standing in a narrow alleyway behind a hole in the wall bar called The Dot. It’s one of those places that has been around for so long that no matter how watered down the drinks, how poor the service, or how dirty and grimy it is inside, it stays open out of tradition. The pools of water standing in the cracked and pitted concrete road are topped with a layer of scum, and the air is permeated with a stench that reminds me of rotting meat.

“Kind of fitting for where these two clowns ended up though,” Astra says.

“You are a cold and pitiless woman.”

“Hi, have we met?”

When Kaminski told us Vincent and Hester had been found, I was hoping they’d be able to start answering questions. As I look at the bodies in the dumpster, though, that hope is dashed. East Garfield Park is one of Chicago’s roughest, most dangerous neighborhoods, so bodies dropping here isn’t anything new. The lack of gawkers at the tapeline tells me just how commonplace and unexciting the sight of bodies being hauled out of dumpsters is.

“As much as I hate having busybodies at a crime scene, the fact that nobody’s interested or upset enough to even watch us pulling bodies out of the trash is kind of sad,” I say.

“This is the world we live in, my friend. People are getting cold… numb to all the violence.”

“Like I said, it’s kind of sad.”

“Yeah.”

Astra and I stand to the side and watch as the Chicago PD’s crime scene techs carefully lift the bodies out and lay them down on the blue tarps they’ve spread out in the parking lot. Once they have the limp, lifeless forms laid down, half their team begins processing the dumpster while the other half starts to process the bodies.

“Looks like I was right,” Astra says. “There is no honor among thieves.”

“Not a lick,” I reply.

Kaminski is standing over with the detectives who caught the case, pressing them for any information they might have gleaned already. With the bodies laid out, Astra and I walk over to take a look for ourselves.

“Yeah, that’s them,” Astra says. “Christopher Vincent and Morris Hester.”

“They’ve definitely seen better days.”

The two men’s faces were lumpy and battered. Dried blood is crusted around a dozen different cuts and abrasions. Vincent’s nose looks as if it was broken, and one of his eyes is swollen shut. The other is wide open and staring at something far beyond this world. His half-brother is in no better shape. Cuts, bruises, and blood mar his features, both eyes have dark rings underneath them, and crusty, black blood has formed around his nostrils.

“These two took a hell of a beating,” I say.

“Take a look at this,” one of the techs says.

Together, she and one of her teammates roll Vincent over onto his stomach, exposing the two gunshot wounds to the back of his head. That done, they roll Hester over and he, too, took a pair of bullets to the back of his head.

“Brutal,” Astra says. “Thorough, but brutal.”

“Right?” the tech asks with a grim look on her face.

Snapping on a pair of black nitrile gloves, I squat down and examine the wounds, pushing the hair—thick and matted with blood—aside to get a closer look. Standing up again, I make a gun with my fingers and point it down at the back of Hester and Vincent’s heads, then mime taking the shots.

“I don’t see any stippling around the entry points, so I’m guessing Giles beat the snot out of these two and got them face down on the ground like this,” I say. “He was standing above them pointing down like this when he fired.”

“Wow. That’s pretty good. That would have been my read on it too,” the tech states.

“Been doing this a while,” I say.

“I can tell.”

“Any shell casings?” Astra asks.

“None. Looks like he policed his brass,” the tech responds. “We’ll have to wait until they dig the slugs out of their skulls to get an official report, but I’m going to guess by the size of the hole that it was a nine-millimeter. And based on the lividity, I’m further going to guess they’ve been here between eight and ten hours.”

“You’re pretty good at this too,” I say.

“Been doing this a while,” she replies with a chuckle. “I’m also taking night classes. I want to work in the ME’s office eventually.”

“Sounds like you’re well on your way.”

The tech smiles, pleased with my praise.

“Hey, we got something,” the tech in the dumpster calls.

Astra and I walk over to see him raising an AR-15 out of trash. The other tech takes it from him and slides it into a long evidence bag.

“I’m going to go out on a limb and say the rounds from that weapon will match the slugs they pulled out of the prison transport,” I muse.

“Wow, you’re really good at this,” Astra teases. “You been doing it a while?”

I nudge her in the ribs with my elbow. “Shut it.”

“We’ll get this over to ballistics,” the tech says.

“See if you can put a priority rush on that,” I tell him.

He pulls a face. “Everything is a priority rush.”

“Do the best you can to get this done ASAP,” Kaminski says as he walks over. “This is a live manhunt, and we are looking for a very dangerous man. Capiche?”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Any blood in the dumpster?” I ask.

“Not a lot. Not what you’d expect from two people who took two rounds in the back of their skulls anyway. We photographed it all and already got swabs,” he answers.

I nod. “That’s what I thought. This is the dump site. They were killed somewhere else.”

“Well, that complicates things a bit,” Kaminski says.

“Yeah, a bit,” I reply.

Turning in a circle, I look at the alley around us and spot what I was hoping to find.

“There,” I say.

Astra and Kaminski follow my gaze to the camera that sits discreetly on the wall behind The Dot. It’s pointed down at the back door of the place—likely as a security measure—so it might not have a full view of the alley, but it might give us something.

“Come on,” I say.

We walk to the back door, and I pound on it firmly, then wait for a minute. When nobody comes, I raise my hand to pound on it again, but before I can, it opens. A burly, grizzly man with long dark hair, dark eyes that are bloodshot and watery, and stubble covering his cheeks and chin stares back at us. He’s wearing a blue flannel beneath a leather vest and blue jeans. If The Dot were to take human form, I imagine this is what it would look like.

“Yeah?” he grumbles.

His voice is deep and raspy, sounding like he smokes two packs a day. I notice that his fingertips are stained yellow, which seems to confirm my thought.

We badge him. “Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI, and Detective Kaminski, Chicago PD. Are you the manager here?”

“Owner,” he says. “What do you want?”

“You might have noticed we’re busy fishing a couple of corpses out of your dumpster back here,” Astra says.

He chuckles. “Ain’t the first time. Hell, ain’t the first time this month. Ain’t got nothin’ to do with me, so y’all enjoy yourselves back here.”

He starts to close the door, but I put my hand out and hold it open. His face contorts with annoyance, and he glowers at me.

“I notice that you have a camera above the door out here,” I say.

“And?”

“And we need to take a look at the footage from last night.”

“Got a warrant?”

“I don’t. And this is very time-sensitive, so I’m hoping you won’t make us go get one,” I say. “We don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

His eye twitches, and I can see he’s caught between his dislike of law enforcement and a desire to stick it to us any way he can, or helping us out to get us out of his hair faster. Seeing his indecision, Kaminski steps forward.

“Come on, bro. I get that you don’t like anybody with a badge. I don’t like most of us either, if I’m being honest. But we’re chasing a really bad dude, and we just need a little bit of help,” he says. “Help us out, and you won’t have to see us ever again.”

Astra looks at me with the same expression of surprise on her face I’m sure is mirrored on mine. That kind of even-keeled, diplomatic plea is a gear I didn’t know Kaminski had. Even more surprising is that it seems to work. Probably because the owner wants to get us out of here more than anything, but whatever. I’m not going to be picky about his reasons. The man opens the door, then leads us into a small office. He gestures to the computer on his desk.

“Have at it,” he says. “Do what you need to do, then lock up on your way out. I have to get set up for the morning rush.”

With that, the man turns and heads out to get to work. Kaminski drops into the chair, which lets out a tortured squeal, and starts to work on the computer. The office is small, cramped, and stinks of cigarette smoke. An ashtray, overflowing with ashes and cigarette butts, sits on the corner of the desk beside a glass with a couple fingers of amber liquid in the bottom.

“Nothing like a little hair of the dog to get the day started off right,” Astra says.

“Breakfast of champions,” Kaminski adds.

The cheap, wood-paneled walls are covered in pictures of half-naked women, alcohol advertisements featuring more half-naked women, and out of date calendars—some of them by years—depicting still more half-naked women.

“I’m sensing a theme here,” Astra says as she looks around.

“I’d suggest you not touch anything unless you’re up to date on your penicillin and tetanus boosters,” I remark.

“Okay, here we go. Looks like a black panel van pulled up at eleven-twenty-three last night,” Kaminski tells us.

He turns the monitor so we can see what he’s seeing. A black van pulls into the frame, and a masked figure gets out of the passenger’s seat.

“That’s Giles, right?” Astra asks. “That has to be him, doesn’t it?”

“The build is right. But the mask makes it impossible to say for sure.”

The figure opens the back doors of the van, and we watch as he pulls the two lifeless corpses out of the back and unceremoniously tosses them into the dumpster. His task done, he seems to notice the camera because he pauses and looks straight at it, a smile in his eyes as he raises his hand and wiggles his fingers in a grotesque wave. He then climbs back into the van, and it pulls away into the night.

“He’s tying up all his loose ends,” Kaminski says. “This is a cold-blooded dude.”

“That has to be Giles. If not him, then who?” Astra repeats.

“That’s not the right question,” I say.

“What is the right question?” Kaminski asks.

“He got in and out on the passenger side,” I say. “So, who was driving the van?”

The three of us look at each other, the question without answer hanging heavy in the air between us. The angle of the camera prevented us from seeing his driver. But with him killing Vincent and being a passenger in that van, we now know Giles isn’t operating on his own out here. He’s got an accomplice. He’s got somebody out here helping him out.

But who?
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“Okay, I’m looped into the PODs around The Dot,” Nina announces as she works her keyboard. “Putting them up on screen now.”

The monitor at the front of the room lights up and shows us the grainy footage from one of the city’s many Police Observation Devices—PODS. Like New York, Chicago had deployed a vast network of surveillance cameras around the city to help deter crime. And like New York, some areas have more POD coverage than others. In both cities, I’ve noticed the thicker coverage tends to coincide with the net worth of the residents. You can’t walk a block in the Gold Coast without being on camera, but in a place like East Garfield Park, the coverage is a little more… sparse.

“Okay, this is the van leaving the alley behind The Dot,” Nina says.

The footage rolls, and we do indeed see a frontal shot of the black van exiting the alley after dumping the bodies off in the dumpster. The feed is grainy though. Two figures can be seen through the windshield, but the image isn’t clean enough to make out who it is. The passenger is Giles, obviously. But I can’t see the driver’s face.

“Can you clean up this footage at all?” I ask.

Nina shakes her head. “I tried. This is as good as it’s going to get.”

“Damn,” I mutter.

“Your cameras suck, Kaminski,” Astra says.

“You think I don’t know that?” he replies. “PD has been all over the city to get better equipment, but I’m sure you know how that goes.”

Nina turns to him. “I can’t help but notice the disparity in the camera quality between places like this and the North Side. Downtrodden places like East Garfield get this garbage while Lincoln Park has hi-def cameras.”

“I’m sure you all know how that goes too,” the detective says. “The better the zip code, the better the city services rendered.”

“That sucks. It’s not right,” Rick says.

“Exactly. You could argue that the poorer neighborhoods where crime is more rampant has a greater need for better quality equipment,” Astra says.

“It’s not right. But it’s far above any of our pay grades to fix it, and I know you all have been around long enough to know that,” Kaminski says.

While they debate policy behind me, I study the image on the screen. Specifically, since I’m sure it’s Giles in the passenger seat, I study the outline of the driver I can make out through the grainy image. The shape is generic—it’s just the shape of a man, after all. And yet, it still seems familiar to me.

“Does that look like Heath Giles to you?” I ask.

The conversation stops, and everybody turns to examine the image on the screen. Glancing around the room, I can see the skepticism on their faces. I can’t blame them. It’s a silhouette. But somehow, I know I’m right.

“Heath Giles?” Astra asks. “That’s what you’re getting out of that?”

“Yeah, I’m not really seeing it,” Kaminski says.

“I didn’t meet him, so I have no basis for comparison,” Paige says. “But are you sure you’re not jumping at shadows here, Chief?”

“Maybe,” I admit.

“There’s also the fact that Mo and Mann are still watching him, and they didn’t report him moving anywhere but to grab some burgers and to the dispensary,” Astra offers.

I mull it all over in my head. It’s true that Mo and Mann didn’t report any significant movement or contact with Giles. It’s possible I want to put Heath with his father so much it’s skewing my perception and making me see things that aren’t there. But one thing I know is that it’s not impossible for a determined subject to slip surveillance. With only two of them watching him, they can’t cover every possible point of ingress and egress in his building. There is a possibility he could have slipped out and linked up with his father without them knowing.

I’m not saying it happened, but it’s possible. And so long as that possibility exists, I refuse to take Heath off my suspect list. It could very well be him behind the wheel of that van.

“We need to find out who else Giles has connected with out here,” Kaminski says.

“If you’ve got an idea how to do that, I’m all ears,” Astra says.

“I think I might have an idea,” Nina says.

We all turn to her. She brushes a lock of hair out of her eyes and focuses her attention on the logs in front of her. She runs her finger along the line as she reads, her eyes tracking with it, silent for a moment before she stops scrolling and looks up.

“Paul Giles has had a regular visitor,” she says. “A woman named Allison Griffith.”

“Why didn’t we know about this before?” Astra asks.

“We were so focused on Heath and Vincent’s woman that it slipped by me,” Nina says. “I’m sorry about that. That’s my fault.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. You caught it. That’s what matters,” I tell her. “What do we know about this woman?”

Nina taps a few keys, and a DMV photo of the woman with honey brown hair, hazel-colored eyes, and a warm, tawny complexion pops up on the screen. She’s thin with an angular face, a long, swan-like neck, and soft features. She’s an attractive woman.

“Allison Griffith is thirty-five. She is an administrative assistant and has no record,” Nina reports. “She has an apartment in West Town, and according to her socials, is kind of an artsy, Bohemian kind of chick.”

Nina scrolls through the photos posted on the woman’s social media pages. In them, she looks like a normal, well-grounded sort of person with a wide group of friends. There are some from her travels, others of her at museums and outdoor festivals, some of her on stage reading her poetry—she looks like a normal person.

“How did she get hooked up with a piece of filth like Giles?” Astra asks.

One thing I know is that pictures posted to social media don’t always depict the reality of a person’s life. I once heard somebody refer to social media as a person’s “highlight reel.” It’s a pretty apt description, I think, since it doesn’t show those things they choose to edit out and drop on their cutting room floor. It’s an incomplete picture of a person’s life. It’s curated to only show the high points, leading some to believe a person’s life is all sunshine and roses.

The truth, though, is that people’s lives are rarely, if ever, how they portray them on social media. For as good a life as Allison Griffith’s life seems to be, she’s very likely hiding the darker, sadder parts of her life. Maybe she has crippling social anxiety. Maybe she has self-worth that, like Pamela Kelly, is in the toilet. Maybe she was searching for somebody to help boost her esteem and sent that first message to Giles, unaware that he’s a predator who will give her what she needs to get what he wants. Maybe that’s how he cast his spell on her.

“One thing we know is that isn’t a woman behind the wheel of that van,” I say. “So, we still need to figure out who that was.”

“How are we going to do that?” Astra asks.

“I’m not sure. But what I do know is we need to go talk to this woman,” I say as I gesture to the screen. “We need to know what she’s about.”

“Agreed,” Astra says.

“Nina, Rick, I want you to focus in on that van. Look for any identifying markers—anything that might tell us who it belongs to,” I say. “And call Mo and Mann. I’m going to pull them off surveillance of the son.”

“You are?” Astra asks.

“If I’m right, and that is him behind the wheel of that van, then he obviously found a way to beat surveillance, so there’s no point in wasting more time on him. It’s not like it’s doing any good any way,” I answer. “We need to be smart with our resources.”

“Copy that,” Paige says. “I’ll give them a call.”

“Before they pull out, though, have them go lean on the kid. See if they can trip him up and put him behind the wheel of the van,” I say. “If they can’t get him to crack, tell them to go grab a shower and some rest, then be here first thing in the morning.”

“On it,” she responds.

“Detective Kaminski, do us a favor and go speak with some of your buddies over in your Organized Crime Bureau,” I say. “That is, assuming you’ve got any.”

He chuckles. “What about?”

“I keep going back to what Pamela Kelly said about them getting out of the country. That’s going to require papers,” I say. “I have to assume they’ll be looking to get some papers to get out of town with. Talk to your buddies at OC and get the names of the top forgers in the city. Bonus points if they can uncover a connection between any of the forgers and Giles.”

“Smart. I’m on it,” he says.

“Good. Thank you, Detective.”

He hustles out of the room, leaving me to go over the battle plan in my mind one more time. Not thinking of anything else, I turn to Astra.

“Okay. I think we’re good. Let’s hit it,” I say.

“Lead the way.”
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Northwest of the Loop on Chicago’s west side sits West Town, which was traditionally home to the city’s large Polish population. It was once colloquially known as the “Polish Downtown” of Chicago. Over the years, it has undergone demographic and cultural changes, becoming home to a large Russian enclave that has put down roots.

West Town continues to evolve. It’s become a true melting pot of different cultures and ethnicities. Within the borders of the neighborhood itself, West Town has been carved up into several distinct and unique neighborhoods and has become known as the artistic center of the city. It’s got an eclectic and Bohemian vibe and an independent spirit. I’m not the artsy type, but there is an energy in this place that’s infectious.

“Is this it?” I ask.

Astra checks the text message Nina had sent her. “It is.”

Allison Griffith lives in an apartment above a bakery in one of the neighborhood’s many multiuse buildings. Like many of the buildings in the area, it’s a plain, square, squat red brick building with big windows. It’s pretty well-maintained for its obvious age.

“She’s on the second floor,” Astra says.

“Okay, let’s go talk to her.”

A wrought iron gate between the bakery and the vape shop next to it stands open, revealing the staircase behind it that leads to the second-floor apartments. We take the stairs up and quickly find the woman’s place. The door for apartment 2B is white and painted with an array of flowers and plants, giving it a bright and cheerful look, which seems to fit with the whole vibe of the neighborhood.

I raise my hand and knock on the door. A moment later, Allison Griffith pulls the door open, and the wide, warm smile on her face instantly vanishes when her gaze falls on the badges in our hands. Dressed in a colorful, flowing skirt and a peasant blouse that matches, she reflects the vibe of the entire neighborhood. She tucks her curly, honey-brown locks behind her ear.

“Allison Griffith?” I ask.

“Uh… yes. Ally.”

“Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I say. “May we come in? We need to have a talk.”

“About?”

“I’d rather we speak inside.”

“Uh… okay. Sure,” she replies as she lets us in.

Like Heath Giles’s place, hers is a cracker box. We stand in the one main room, and to our right is a small, galley-style kitchen, separated from the living room by a pony wall with a bar top. To our left is a door that leads into a small bedroom. There is one large window in the wall behind the battered sofa and one small single-hung window in the kitchen set over the sink that’s halfway open. Cheap prints hang on walls that are painted as colorfully and vibrantly as her front door, and all the furniture looks like thrift store finds.

The almost overpowering scent of incense fills Griffith’s apartment, and the sound of what my sister would call emo-girl rock flows from the speakers sitting on an entertainment center in the corner. Bits of brightly colored fabric and yarn sit on the sofa and litter the small coffee table. It looks like she was working on some sort of knitting project when we knocked. Griffith stands in the living room, keeping as much physical distance between us as possible. She wrings her hands and shuffles her feet as her gaze flits around the room, seeming to be unable to be still or look us in the eye.

“So… what is this about?” she asks.

“I think you know we’re here about Paul Giles,” I start. “We know you have some sort of relationship with him. We’ve got your name on the visitor and call logs at the prison he was being housed in. And we’ll have possession of the letters you sent soon enough, so there’s no use trying to deny it, Ms. Griffith.”

“I mean… we write to each other and talk on the phone sometimes. And I’ve gone there to see him, sure,” she stammers. “But he’s in prison and—”

“Are you really telling us you don’t know he broke out?” Astra asks skeptically.

“Oh. Right. Yeah, I think I heard that,” she says. “But I don’t have a TV, so I don’t watch the news or anything.”

“When was the last time you spoke with Giles?” I ask.

“Oh, our last letter was—”

“So, you haven’t seen him since he broke out?” I press.

“No. Of course not. And if I did, I would have called the police right away,” she says quickly… a little too quickly.

“Ms. Griffith, did you have any knowledge that he was planning to break out?” Astra asks. “Did he share any details with you?”

She shakes her head. “No, don’t be silly. If he had, I would have contacted somebody. I know that being involved in something like that would land me in prison, and believe me, that’s the last place I want to be.”

As Astra continues questioning her, I step into the narrow kitchen and look around. I notice the trash can is filled with crushed beer cans, which piques my interest since Griffith doesn’t strike me as a beer kind of girl. But when I see the pair of boots tucked beneath the small, round table in the corner, the red flags in my head start waving. Men’s boots.

“Gotcha,” I whisper.

My pulse racing, I step back into the living room. Astra is still peppering her with questions, and Griffith looks increasingly uneasy. She’s waffling and looks ready to cry. It probably wouldn’t be too hard to put on enough pressure and get her to crack, but I have a better idea.

“Thank you for your time, Ms. Griffith,” I say. “That’s all we have for now, but we’ll be in touch if we have any other questions.”

“Uh… okay,” she says.

Astra glances at me with a curious look but knows me well enough to just roll with it. We make our way out of the apartment and down the stairs to the sidewalk below. Astra turns to me.

“So, what was that all about?” she asks.

“Giles has been staying there.”

“How do you know?”

“Beer cans in the trash and a pair of men’s boots in the kitchen.”

“Could be a friend?”

“Could be,” I reply. “But she was incredibly jumpy. Too jumpy. She was terrified of us being there. It was almost like—”

“Almost like she was afraid he was going to come home while we were there.”

“Exactly.”

Astra nods. “Okay, so what do we do?”

“We’re going to have Mo and Mann along with a team from the Marshals office post up and watch this place,” I say. “And, just in case I’m wrong, we’re going to keep working the case.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” she replies. “Before we go back to the office, though, I noticed a pastry shop around the corner, and I’d like to grab some authentic Paczki.”

I laugh. “I could stand getting a little sugar into my system. You’re a genius.”

“Yeah. I know.”

We walk down the street and turn the corner, but then I pause as I’m hit with a hard shot of adrenaline that goes straight through me. Astra pulls up and looks at me, then follows my gaze.

“No way,” she whispers.

Coming our way is a tall, broad, bald man. He’s clean shaven, which slightly alters his appearance, but it’s the eyes that grab me. They’re icy blue and familiar.

“That’s him, isn’t it?” Astra asks.

“Yeah. I think so.”

He’s about twenty yards from us when he sees us on the sidewalk ahead of him and stops. Like an animal sensing danger, his body stiffens.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s him.”

We stand there staring at him as he stares back at us, caught in a silent showdown, each of us waiting for the other to blink first. It feels like an old western with the gunfighters on the street waiting for the clock to strike high noon. It’s Giles who blinks first.

“Look out!” I shout as I shove Astra to the side.

As I throw myself the other way, Giles pulls a gun from the back of his waistband and squeezes off three shots. I hear the slugs whine as they ricochet off the wall beside us, spraying a flurry of brick chips that hit me in the face. The few people on the street scream and throw themselves down, trying to avoid getting shot. Astra hits the ground with a grunt beside me. In a flash, I pull my own weapon and jump to my feet, then take off in pursuit.

“Stop, Giles!” I shout. “FBI! Stop!”

He’s got a decent lead on us, and his long legs are helping to widen that gap. Astra falls in beside me as we sprint down the sidewalk. Foot traffic is scant, but the people are throwing themselves aside or are already sheltering behind cars and in doorways as the gun wielding psychopath charges down the street. He turns his head, looking at us over his shoulder, then twists his body enough to fire off a couple more rounds. They’re wild and well wide of the mark, but it’s enough to slow us down even more as we take cover.

“Dammit,” I growl.

Standing up again, I raise my Glock and try to draw a bead on him. But the risk of accidentally hitting a civilian is too great, so I lower my gun and charge after him again. Up ahead of us, he turns a corner, disappearing into an alleyway between a pair of buildings. Knowing it’s a potential trap, we slow down and hug the wall beside the mouth of the alley. Squatting down, I lean quickly around the corner and duck back when the booming sound of shots ring out, sparks flying off the spot on the wall where the bullets glanced off.

Gripping my weapon, I grit my teeth and lean out again, ready to take a shot and hopefully, put the man down. But the alley is empty.

“No, no, no,” I groan.

Heedlessly and perhaps a little recklessly, I charge down the alley, the barrel of my Glock leading the way. I blow past dumpsters and trash cans—any one of which Giles could have been hiding behind. But with Astra at my back, if he’s looking to ambush me, I just have to hope she’ll get him before he gets me. We make it to the end of the alley without incident, then step out onto the street beyond it. I look one way while Astra looks the other, the people passing us by with fearful expressions on their faces as their gazes fall on our guns.

“You got him?” I ask.

“I do not have him.”

He’s a big, bald man. He should stand out in the crowd. But I search the faces of the people on the street, and none of them are Giles. I don’t see anybody weaving through the crowd or sprinting away from us. I don’t see anybody running or making any sort of erratic movements. I see nothing. And nobody is reacting like a crazed gunman just stormed one of the many shops that line the street. It’s like he just vanished into thin air.

“How the hell did he get away from us?” Astra asks.

“I don’t know,” I growl.

I shake my head as I holster my weapon, the frustration running through me hot and thick.

“It’s home field advantage,” Astra says.

“What?”

“He knows these streets. He knows the ins and outs and all the nooks and crannies. This is his home turf. Not ours,” he says.

“Yeah. Fantastic.”

“What are we going to do?”

I look up one side of the street then down the other, hoping and praying to pick out that big, bald head and those cold, dead, blue eyes. But I see nothing. How he slipped through our fingers is a mystery I know is going to haunt me for a very long time.

“I don’t know right now, Astra,” I say. “I really don’t know.”
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“Well, that sounds like it was exciting,” Kaminski says after we fill the team in on what happened at Griffith’s place. “How come you two get to have all the fun?”

“You’ve got a strange notion of fun, Kaminski,” Astra says.

“You don’t know the half of it, Sweetheart,” he replies with a wink.

Astra rolls her eyes and groans. “My God, where is the off switch?”

“Let me take you to dinner, and I’ll show you.”

Astra laughs and throws a pen at the detective who bats it away and smiles.

“Anyway, on a serious note, I’m glad you’re both okay,” Paige chimes in.

“Thanks,” I reply. “I’m just pissed we lost him. I still don’t know how.”

“Rick and I have been checking the PODs, and we lost him too,” Nina says. “The guy is like a ninja. He knows the area well.”

“Like I said, he’s got the home-field advantage,” Astra says.

“Yeah,” I mutter.

I bang my fist on the table, the frustration bubbling like acid in my gut. We had him. He was right there. And we lost him, and it is a bitter, nasty pill to swallow.

“I guess that means Griffith’s place is probably burned, and I don’t think Giles is going back there now. Not after running into us on the street,” Astra says.

“Probably not. But unless he’s going to cut ties with Griffith, too, they will try to find some way to meet up,” I say. “That’s why I’ve got Mo, Mann, and two marshals sitting on her.”

“That’s also why we’re up on her electronics,” Rick adds. “So far, nothing though.”

“Honestly, knowing we found her and are on her, I wouldn’t be shocked if he just walked away from her too. He doesn’t strike me as the sentimental sort,” Astra says.

“He might. But part of me thinks she’s part of his grand plan,” I say.

“You thought that about his son too,” Kaminski points out.

“I still think that,” I reply.

“So, what? His first order of business after breaking out of prison is putting together his family?” Paige asks, her voice dripping with skepticism.

“Yeah. Maybe,” I say. “Given the steps he’s taken since he broke out, I think it’s plausible.”

Astra frowns. “It’s quite a leap.”

“I admit, trying to pull Heath into his world is a leap—”

“We haven’t been able to find any contact between them whatsoever,” Kaminski says. “I’d say that’s a bit more than a leap.”

“Actually, that may not be true,” Nina says.

We all turn to her. Nina’s eyes are scrolling back and forth over her computer screen as she reads something, so I give her a minute, expecting her to continue.

“Elaborate,” I say when she doesn’t.

“We got access to Vincent and Giles’s communications just before you got back,” she says. “It appears that Giles sent letters and emails to Heath and made a few phone calls as well. It doesn’t look like Heath ever responded… at least, I haven’t found anything coming back from him yet. But this makes it look like Giles was indeed trying to foster a relationship with his son.”

“There you go,” I say.

“I think the fact that Heath never responded to his father would kind of argue against your theory though,” Astra says.

“But it still shows that Giles wanted that relationship. It was important to him,” I say. “And to borrow a line from Kaminski, just because we don’t see it yet, it doesn’t mean it didn’t happen—”

“I don’t think I actually said that,” the detective interjects.

“You said something pretty close to that,” I respond.

He opens his mouth to reply, then shrugs. “Okay. Maybe something close to it.”

“My point is that Heath could have responded in a way we haven’t uncovered yet. Cons like Giles are nothing if not resourceful and sneaky, so he may have had his son responding to his calls and emails using a name that wasn’t his,” I say.

“That’s… possible,” Astra concedes.

“We’ve still got piles of communications to go through, so it’s very possible,” Nina says. “It’s going to take us some time to analyze all this.”

“And I still believe that Heath was driving that van when they dumped Vincent and Morris’s bodies behind The Dot. I’m sure of it,” I say.

“On that note, I did talk to Mo, and she said they checked out the building before they pulled up stakes and found a rear entrance through the basement in Heath’s building they couldn’t see from their position,” Paige offers. “She’s pretty mortified but said it’s possible he slipped out without them knowing. She and Mann both are sick over it.”

“That’s my fault. I should have had tighter surveillance,” I reply. “I should have had another team on him and not left him as uncovered as I did.”

“This is all still conjecture at this point though. We don’t have anything solid on Heath or Griffith that says definitively they’re tied in with Giles,” Astra says.

“I don’t know… he was on Griffith’s street and took some shots at you. Then there’s the beer cans and men’s boots in her apartment,” Paige says.

“Astra’s not wrong. That’s all circumstantial. But I’m positive that Griffith fits into his bigger plan. I’m sure that she was his motivation to break out in the first place. I can feel it,” I say.

As I mull everything over, I’m forced to admit that Heath may be incidental. I still believe that father-son dynamic is in play, but without any direct evidence tying Giles to Heath, all I have is conjecture. With Griffith, though, we have direct, physical evidence that suggests she’s important to him. The few bits of communication between the two I’ve read suggest that she matters to him. Very little in his life does, but the language he used, just in the snippets I’ve seen, lead me to believe that she does. A lot.

“What about bringing the girlfriend in and leaning on her?” Kaminski asks.

“We don’t have enough just yet. And we’ll never get a warrant to search her place based on my belief that those are Giles’s boots,” I say.

“We might be able to crack her,” Astra offers.

“That’s assuming she knows Giles’s plan in full. The fact they were so tight-lipped and disciplined around Hayes when they first broke out tells me we’re dealing with somebody who is an absolute control freak. Somebody who compartmentalizes,” I say. “Griffith may not know exactly what the plan is by design. If we snatch her up, she may not have anything to tell us, and we might have lost our best chance to bring him in because even though I think she’s his motivation, if she’s in our custody, he might just cut bait. No, we keep her in play for now.”

“Okay, so what’s our next move?” Astra asks.

“Well, we’ve got teams on Griffith just in case she screws up and leads us to him,” I say. “In the meantime, we need to get something solid. Giles has changed his appearance as much as he’s able to, but he’s still going to need papers to move around safely. Kaminski, did you talk to your buddies over in OC?”

“I did,” he replies. “I got the names of the dozen best forgers in the city the OC Bureau hasn’t been able to make cases on,” he replies. “And thanks to your brain trust here, they dug up a connection between Giles and a couple of them. I tell you, we could use a couple like these two in the PD.”

“Yeah, they’re pretty good at what they do,” I say as Rick and Nina beam with pride.

“Anyway, according to what they found, it looks like Giles did a stint in jail with a couple of these guys,” Kaminski says. “Might still be a relationship there between them.”

“That’s definitely an avenue worth exploring. How many forgers does Giles still have a connection with?” I ask.

“Four,” Kaminski replies. “Some of his stints in jail with these clowns lasted longer than others, so I can’t speak to how close these fools are.”

“Well, I’ve got a feeling he’s only going to use somebody he trusts,” I muse.

“That makes sense. Whenever I need a brand-new identity, I know I’ll only go to people I trust,” Astra chirps.

Kaminski grins. “How about you and me get new identities, skip town, and start a brand-new life together?”

“I may need a new identity or witness protection just to get away from this guy,” Astra says.

“I don’t know. I think there’s something there you two should explore together,” I tease.

“Right? That’s what I’m saying,” Kaminski says.

Astra shakes her head and laughs. Yeah, Kaminski is laying it on pretty thick, but I’m half-sure he’s only kidding. He just likes pushing her buttons. For her part, Astra may protest, but I think deep down she’s a flirt and likes the attention. And who wouldn’t? She would never act on it. Astra is very much in love with Benjamin, and she’s loyal to a fault. But Kaminski is a handsome man, and sometimes it’s nice to feel desired.

It’s that thought that gives me a moment’s pause. It makes me see that perhaps I’ve been judging women like Pamela Kelly and Allison Griffith a little too harshly. A little attention now and then makes a girl feel good. And if you’re feeling lonely, if your self-esteem is in the gutter, you tend to seek out that attention wherever you can find it. In Kelly and Griffith’s cases, it looks like they sought it out with the wrong sort of man.

It leaves me wondering what the appeal of corresponding with a criminal is. Is it the fact that they can get the attention they crave without having to make a commitment? I mean, unless their pen pal breaks out of prison anyway. But the idea of carrying on some sort of emotional relationship with somebody who’s locked up, maybe because they’re locked up, is just strange to me.

I guess these women get that attention they need, and perhaps the men in prison get something they want, be it attention or just money in their commissary account. I guess it’s a symbiotic relationship. That somebody would choose to seek affirmation and affection from a person who can never genuinely return it, though, is just kind of sad.

“Okay, we need to figure out which of these forgers is working with Giles,” I say. “But we need to be careful. We don’t want to tip Giles off that we’re on to him. If he knows we’re looking at the guy he’s getting his papers from, he’s going to bail.”

“Agreed,” Paige says. “But how are we going to do that?”

Folding my arms over my chest, I pace the room, trying to figure out how to do this. We have to be surgical. Precise. I don’t want to spook Giles because now that we’ve burned Griffith’s place, we may not get another shot at grabbing him. If I’m right about him needing papers—and I think I am—if we walk in and just start questioning the forgers with links to Giles, they’re likely going to clam up, then turn around and call him to warn him the second we’re out the door. And if we simply arrest all four, that’s going to tip him off and he’ll put us in the rearview.

Four forgers. One chance in four to get the right one. We have a twenty-five percent chance of getting it right and a seventy-five percent chance of getting it wrong and tipping Giles off. I’m not crazy about the odds. But we have to do something. We can’t afford to sit back and do nothing or he’s going to slip through our fingers. To get what we want, we need to get some leverage without this whole thing blowing up in our faces.

“I think I have an idea,” I say.
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Minute Pawn & Payday Loans, Burnside; Chicago, IL

Bordered by railroad tracks on every side, Burnside is referred to by the locals as “The Triangle.” It’s an impoverished and crime-ridden section of the city and not the sort of place you’d want to take a casual stroll after the sun goes down. It’s in this kind of place where check payday loan stores and pawn shops sprout like weeds. Those sorts of places operate solely to prey on the downtrodden, taking advantage of their desperation and need for money. Personally, I think the entire payday loan industry is a predatory racket that should be shut down. But that’s above my paygrade.

Minute Pawn is the second store on our list and is owned and operated by Carl Berry who, some years back, did a year in county with Paul Giles. The first man we spoke with, Burt Ortiz, the owner of a photography studio in the Loop neighborhood, was a dead end. We managed to secure the leverage we needed to force his silence though. So far, my plan is working.

“Okay, are we ready?” I ask.

“We’re in position,” Astra’s voice comes through my earpiece.

“Paige?”

“In position.”

“Question,” Astra asks. “Why are you out there doing all the hero work while I’m stuck in this van with Kaminski? Shouldn’t we be taking turns here?”

“The magnetism between us is almost too much for her to take,” he says.

“This is what’s called the privilege of rank,” I tease. “Besides, I figured I’d give you two some time to explore this burgeoning relationship.”

“I absolutely hate you right now,” Astra says.

“I’m grateful,” Kaminski adds. “And I’m sure in time, Russo here will be too.”

“I think I just threw up in my mouth a little,” Paige says.

I laugh as I get out of the SUV and adjust both the microphone and the camera mounted into the pendant on the necklace I’m wearing. Across the street, Astra and Kaminski are in a utility van monitoring the electronics, and just around the corner, Paige is positioned, ready to swoop in if I’m in trouble. If everything goes according to plan, though, she’s my backup for the second leg of this game we’re running on the forgers.

“Audio and visual good?” I ask.

“Audio is clear, visual is good,” Astra reports.

“Copy that,” I say. “Going in.”

“Copy you. I’ve got your back,” Paige replies.

I walk down the sidewalk, then step into the dim, dank interior of the pawn and payday loan store. The target, Carl Berry, is with a young man at the counter on the other side of the shop and glances up when I walk in. I see him give me a quick once over before he turns back to the man. While he’s busy, I walk around the shop, looking at the collection of jewelry in the cases, the guns mounted on the walls behind the counters, and an assortment of other junk people in desperate need of cash have sold off.

Most people, I’m sure, make plans to get the money to get their items back, but the reality is, most never do. That’s kind of the racket. A lot of people can’t pay off the pawn ticket within the agreed upon time frame, so the only hope they have to get their things back is to pay a marked-up price for it. It’s a game these people play. And don’t get me started on the predatory nature of payday loans and their exorbitant interest rates. It’s beyond foul to me.

The shop is small, and every surface is covered with a wide array of knick-knacks, appliances, game consoles, and other things. It’s cluttered but surprisingly tidy. There isn’t a speck of dust to be seen, everything is tagged and orderly, and it’s well organized. Carl Berry himself is a heavyset man who is a couple inches shorter than me, his head shaved and covered in dark stubble, with a dark, wiry beard. In dark jeans and a dark button-down shirt, he’s well dressed and doesn’t emit that skeevy, greasy, used-car-salesman, hustler vibe I normally get from pawn shop owners.

He concludes his business with the man at the counter, then turns to me. “Can I help you with something, Miss…?”

“Just call me Blake,” I say as I step over to the counter. “And you’re Carl, right? Carl Berry?”

“That’s right.”

He gives me the elevator eyes—something that never fails to creep me out—but I don’t get the idea that it’s sexual. He’s just sizing me up. Like most criminals, he’s probably got a keen sense of people and can quickly determine the marks from the people he can’t con and the people he needs to be afraid of. The tension seeps out of his shoulders, telling me he doesn’t see me as a threat. It also tells me he’s not as keen at reading people as he thinks and that I don’t radiate the “cop vibe” as much as Astra says I do. I can’t wait to rub her face in it.

“So, what can I do for you, Blake?”

“Yes, I need something special, and I was told you might be able to help me,” I say.

“Yeah? What’s that?”

Doing my best to look like a damsel in distress, I look around as if afraid of being overheard, then lean closer to him and pitch my voice low.

“My husband is… he’s a monster. He’s abusive. He’s… I need to get away,” I say, trying to inject my words with fear. “But every time I’ve tried to get away, he’s found me. He has friends who help track me down. And every time I escape, he drags me back and… punishes me.”

“That’s terrible, and I’m sorry you have to go through that, but I’m not sure how you think I can help you.”

“I need to get away from him. For good,” I say, trying to sound panicked. “And he can’t find me again. He’s going to kill me, Carl.”

“Again, I’m not sure—”

“I was told you could give me a new identity. Passport, license, the works.”

He recoils and looks at me, his face twisted with suspicion. Berry’s eyes flit to the left then the right as he looks around the shop, acting as if there are cops lurking among the shelves. His face darkens, and he’s uneasy. I know he was busted for forging papers years back and has kept his side hustle on the down-low after he got out. But the CPD’s Organized Crime Bureau has a pretty thick file that says he’s still operating. But they haven’t been able to prove it or make a case because he’s gotten smarter since the last time he was busted. He’s cautious and discreet.

“I don’t know who told you that, but I don’t do that anymore,” he says.

“Please, Mr. Berry, I’m desperate,” I say. “I can pay cash.”

I open my purse to show him the envelope stuffed with cash—money we signed out of the CPD’s special operation flash fund. Once we make this case, the money will be returned to them, of course. But it’s a nice, fat stack, and when Berry’s eyes land on it, he makes like Pavlov’s dog when the bell rings and practically starts salivating. He clears his throat and pulls himself together as he runs a hand over the stubble on his head.

There’s something in him that sees me as the damsel in distress I’m portraying and wants to help me. I can see it in his eyes. It almost makes me feel bad for what I’m trying to do to him—playing on his sympathies and obvious desire to help a woman in need. But I can’t let that sentimentality make me lose focus of the bigger picture or get in the way of making our case. We have to find Giles.

“Who gave you my name?” he asks.

“Toby. Toby Jefferson,” I respond.

Toby Jefferson is one of the OC Bureau’s confidential informants. He’s a man well known and well connected around town and has helped the CPD make a lot of cases. Dropping his name automatically gives me some bit of credibility. But he narrows his eyes and looks at me with a sudden suspicion that worries me.

“How does a soccer mom like you know Toby?” he asks.

“Soccer mom? Excuse me?”

He shrugs. “How do you know Toby?”

“My husband is a lawyer, and he’s represented him before. I’ve talked to Toby a few times.”

The lie flows so smoothly from my lips that I’m not sure if I should be ashamed or proud of myself. It reminds me that I used to be pretty good doing undercover work. My lie seems to put him at ease, and the apprehension slowly drains from his face.

“Please, Mr. Berry. I’m desperate and don’t know what I’m going to do if I can’t disappear. Worse, I don’t know what my husband will do,” I plead.

“What do you need?” he asks.

“I need a passport. License. I need the whole package,” I say.

“It’s going to be ten grand.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“All right. It’ll take me a few days to put it all together and backstop it in the systems,” he says with a nod. “Half up front, half when you pick up.”

I pull the envelope out of my bag and hand it over to him. He takes it and quickly flips through the bills. When he’s satisfied that he’s holding the five grand down payment, he tucks the envelope into his back pocket.

“Do you have a preferred name?” he asks.

“You can choose my new identity.”

“Great.”

“So, we have a deal?” I ask.

“We do.”

The door to the shop opens, and Paige walks in. The moment he sees her approaching, Berry’s face falls, and he looks at me with an expression I can only describe as betrayal. It shouldn’t, but it sends a lance of guilt straight through my heart.

“FBI, Mr. Berry,” Paige says as she badges him.

“I haven’t done anything,” he stammers.

“That envelope of five thousand dollars in your pocket and you agreeing to make false papers—on tape no less—says otherwise,” she states.

I turn to him, and his face darkens when I show him my badge. It’s not often that I can’t meet a suspect’s eyes, but this is one of those times. I remind myself that I have a job to do. Stiffening my spine, I try to distance myself from the guilt, shoving it into a box, then burying it deep in the graveyard of bad memories in the back of my mind.

“You’re not the one we want, Mr. Berry,” I tell him.

His shoulders slump, and a look of defeat crosses his face. “What do you want?”

“Paul Giles,” I tell him. “We know you had a relationship with him.”

He glowers at me. “What about him?”

“Have you been in contact with him lately?” Paige asks.

Berry looks away, and I can see that he has. But he’s silent for a long moment as he tries to decide whether to lie to us or not.

“This is your chance to help yourself, Mr. Berry. Give us what we want, and we will leave you alone. We’re not interested in your side hustle,” I tell him.

“Unless you make us interested,” Paige cautions.

“So, this is just a leverage play,” he says.

“It is, if I’m being honest,” I tell him. “You’re the little fish. We want the bigger one.”

“He’ll kill me if I talk to you,” he says in a whisper, as if afraid Giles will somehow hear him.

“You should know that Giles murdered the cellmate he broke out of prison with,” Paige says. “He has no loyalty. If he sees you as a loose end or as having no more value to him, he won’t hesitate to kill you too. He’s desperate right now, Mr. Berry. Talking to us might be the only way to save your life.”

The expression on his face tells me Berry already knows that about his prison buddy. He’s scared of the man. Not that I can blame him. Giles is a psychopath who didn’t hesitate to fire off shots on a public street. A man who executed his running buddy and the man who made their escape possible like it was nothing. Berry is smart to be afraid of him.

“Help us get him, Carl,” I say. “We’ll throw him in a deep, dark hole where he’ll never be able to bother you again. You won’t have to live in fear of him anymore.”

“Help yourself by helping us,” Paige adds, reminding him of the leverage we have over him.

He lets out a long breath. “Fine. Yeah. I talked to him. And yeah, I’m making papers for him. Two sets. One for him and one for his girl. But he doesn’t have the money yet, and I told him I won’t finish the package until he’s able to come up with the cash. I have no illusions… I know if I finished his papers, he’d probably shoot me in the face and take ‘em. Holding the papers until he pays me is the only leverage I have.”

“Smart, Mr. Berry. That’s very smart,” Paige says.

I have to wonder, though, if he’s followed that thought through to its possible, if not probable, conclusion. There’s no guarantee Giles won’t show up with the money—or just say he’s showing up with the money—then shoot him in the face and skip out with the papers and money anyway. That’s something I can see that animal doing.

“Okay, so when is the handoff supposed to happen?” I ask.

“I don’t know yet. He said he’d contact me once he had the money secured.”

“Where is he going to get the money?” Paige asks.

“That is not my problem,” Berry says. “But I don’t work for free, so he’s going to have to find a way to come up with it if he wants me to finish his papers.”

“Do you have a way to get in touch with him?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “He said he’d call me when he was ready to pick up his papers.”

I study him for a long moment, searching for any hint of deception. But I see none. So far as I can tell, Berry’s being transparent with us.

“So? Are we good?” he asks. “I told you everything I know, so is this done?”

“Not quite,” I say.

He looks aghast. “What else do you want from me?”

“Well, for the time being, you work for me, Mr. Berry,” I say. “And I will hand you your assignment very soon. For the time being, keep your head down, and if you happen to hear from Giles, I am going to be your first call. Am I clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Very good,” I say.
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“Why in the world are you feeling guilty?” Astra demands. “Carl Berry is a dirtbag.”

I lean back in my chair and rake my fingers through my hair, trying to come up with the words to make my guilt make sense. Even to me.

“I think it’s because he really wanted to help me when he thought I was trying to escape from an abusive husband,” I say.

“Oh good, he’s a dirtbag with a heart of gold. That’s sweet,” Kaminski says.

“I understand that he’s a dirtbag and his clientele are even bigger dirtbags—like Giles,” I say. “But it just makes me wonder if the next time a woman comes to him with a need to escape from a monster at home if he’ll hesitate or just turn her away because of what I did. It makes me worry that some poor woman who needs his help is going to die because we screwed him.”

A silence settles over the room as everybody seems to be absorbing my words. I can see the understanding on Paige and Astra’s face, but Kaminski looks unmoved. Probably because he’s a man who doesn’t face those sorts of challenges and can’t relate. But that’s a very real fear a woman has to consider. And we may have just taken one option away from those women because I saw a soft spot in Berry and exploited it. It’s the job. I get that. But sometimes, doing the job makes me feel like a real jerk.

“If it makes you feel better, I don’t think women in trouble are a demographic he typically serves,” Kaminski says gently. “In fact, I’d be willing to bet that you are the first woman who’s ever come to him with a story like that.”

“He’s right. Most women in trouble aren’t going to go to a forger for help,” Astra adds.

“I agree with them, Chief. I kind of think you might be overthinking this,” Paige says.

“And let’s not forget that a guy like Berry is driven by the almighty dollar. Money is the only thing he’s loyal to. Always has been, always will be,” Kaminski adds. “He’s not going to turn anybody away if they’ve got paper. I promise you that.”

They’re probably right. I’m sure they are. But I can’t shake that look of sympathy and the desire to help I saw in Berry’s eyes when I spun that tale of woe. He might be a dirtbag, but he at least seems to have a few redeeming qualities.

“Yeah. Maybe so. Anyway, as long as he does what we ask, he’s got nothing to worry about,” I say, perhaps trying to mitigate my guilt. “Okay, we’re reasonably sure that Giles is trying to secure papers for himself and Allison Griffith. To do that, he’s going to need a pile of money. He’s not going to get clean papers without cash.”

“Right,” Kaminski says. “Which brings us back to the question of how he’s going to get it. We’re no closer to answering that than we were before.”

“Rick, Nina, anything on the police blotters about robberies?” I ask.

“This is Chicago. The city is full of robberies. The police blotter overfloweth,” Rick says.

“I’ve been keeping an eye on the blotter and have run across a few with descriptions of offenders that match Giles,” Nina responds. “A gas station and a couple of convenience stores.”

I pull my phone out of my pocket and hit the button to dial Mo, then hit the speaker button and hold the phone out so everybody can hear. She picks up on the first ring.

“Hey, Boss,” she says.

“Hey. How are things going out there?”

“Fine. We’ve shadowed her to a farmer’s market and a bagel shop,” she replies. “Other than that, she hasn’t gone anywhere.”

“She’s probably waiting for Giles to call her.”

“Probably,” Mo replies. “But we’re up on her line, and other than a scintillating half hour conversation with her friend Peggy about the density differences of different kinds of yarn, she hasn’t talked to anybody.”

“I had no idea there were different kinds of yarn,” Paige says.

“That makes two of us,” Astra adds.

“She’s staying close to home,” I muse. “I’ve got to think she’s waiting for Giles to call her and give her instructions.”

“But he can’t do that until he gets the cash,” Astra reminds me.

“And there haven’t been any sightings since our run in with him on the street?” I ask.

Kaminski shakes his head. “There’s a BOLO out on him, but so far, patrol isn’t reporting a thing. The guy just vanished.”

“It’s possible he’s already blown town,” Mann says through the speaker.

I tap my pen on the pad of paper in front of me as I stare at the mugshot of Giles up on the monitor, trying to see into his mind. He’s got a plan. He’s too disciplined and too controlled not to. And I’m sure that plan involves at least Allison Griffith.

“No, he’s out there,” I say. “He’s not going to leave his girl behind.”

“But how can you be so sure?” Mo asks.

“The snippets of letters and emails exchanged between the two that I’ve seen make me believe that,” I reply. “He’s not loyal to very many things in his life—if anything at all—but his communications make me think he’s genuinely in love with her. Or as close to love as a monster like that can get. He’s not going to leave her behind.”

“I think the fact that he’s having papers made up for her backs that up,” Kaminski adds.

“Okay, so what do you want us to do?” Mo asks. “Do you want us to scoop her up?”

“No. Let’s keep her in play. Just keep shadowing her and stay up on her phone,” I say. “Giles is eventually going to contact her.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“I’ll check in again soon,” I say and disconnect the call.

“What’s next?” Kaminski asks.

“We’re going to split up and hit some of the places that have been robbed by suspects matching Giles’s description,” I say. “We can hope we get lucky, and he’ll have left some way for us to track back to him. Unless anybody else has a better idea?”

Nobody does. The odds of Giles leaving something behind that will help us find him—if indeed, he’s the one who knocked over any of these stores—are exceedingly low. It’s thin, and it’s flimsy, and it feels like nothing more than treading water, but in lieu of something—anything—better, it’s all we have. I feel like he’s three steps ahead of us, and despite our best efforts, we’re still running to catch up. It’s a feeling I despise.

“Okay. Let’s hit it then,” I say.
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“The cops already got a copy of this footage,” he says. “Not that they’re going to do anything about it. They never do. My store’s been hit three times in the last year, and they ain’t ever caught anybody.”

“Well, I’m not with CPD,” I tell him. “I’m with the FBI.”

“FBI? So, you guys are starting to take this seriously, huh?” he asks, sounding impressed.

The Minute Market is my third stop, and Wayne Blackmon is the third disgruntled, angry shopkeeper I’ve spoken with. The first two places I checked out were clear. It wasn’t Giles who’d hit them. And what I’m getting is that the CPD isn’t doing a lot to bring these people to justice. But then, given the crime rate in Chicago, it’s probably because they’re overworked. Too many crooks, not enough cops. I suppose it’s the same in most big cities. But somehow, it just seems to be more amplified in Chicago.

“How much did they take, Mr. Blackmon?”

“Last night? A little under a grand.”

“That’s quite a bit.”

“You think? My guys are supposed to drop anything over a hundred bucks into the safe,” he gripes. “Idiot kid working last night didn’t do that like he was supposed to.”

“Do you think he could have been in on it?”

“Jesse? No. He’s an idiot, but he’s a good kid. He wouldn’t be part of somethin’ like that.”

“Okay. Then I just need a look at your footage from last night,” I say.

“Fine. Follow me,” he says, then turns to a tall man sweeping near the front doors. “Hey, Stu, watch the shop. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Sure thing.”

Wayne leads me through a door that opens into a stock room, then into a small office behind the refrigeration cases. It’s cluttered, and every surface is covered with what looks like inventory sheets, invoices, and the other detritus that comes with operating a convenience store. He drops into the chair behind the desk and quickly calls up the security feeds, leaving me to squeeze into the narrow area left behind him.

“Okay, so this is eleven-thirty last night,” he says.

He calls up the feeds from his four security cameras, and in the footage, a black van pulls up outside and a man in a black balaclava jumps out of the passenger side with what looks like a nine-millimeter in his hand. The other views on the screen show the man storm into the store and shove the barrel of the weapon into the cashier’s face. The terrified young man gives the gunman everything in the cash register, and the masked man looks at the wad of cash, his posture and gestures radiating anger, then pistol-whips the kid before storming out. It’s Giles. It has to be Giles. But it’s not the escaped convict that’s captured my attention.

“Can you show me the view of the camera pointed at the van?” I ask.

“Yeah. Sure.”

He taps a key to bring up just the camera view I asked for. It’s not a great shot, and the darkness of the interior of the van keeps me from getting a view of the driver. Just like with the camera behind The Dot, all I’m getting is a silhouette.

“Can you punch in on the driver? Get me a better view of him?” I ask.

“Lady, this is a bottom end security system,” he gripes. “All it does is record, and frankly, I’m lucky it does even that.”

“Is there any way you can lighten the image or clean it up—”

“Were you not listening to me? This camera takes video. That’s it. I got no frills on this thing. There’s nothin’ I can do to lighten the image.”

His frustration with me—with the whole situation—is abundantly clear. This is about all I’m going to get out of him. And the look on his face tells me I should consider myself fortunate that he’s even giving me that.

“Okay. Fair enough,” I say. “I’m just going to need a copy of the footage. I might be able to have my techs work some magic with it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he mutters.

But he copies the footage onto a flash drive and hands it over to me. I’m going to have Rick and Nina do what they can to enhance the footage, but my gut is already telling me who’s behind the wheel. It’s Heath Giles. I’ve got nothing to support my belief. Nothing to prove my theory. I’m just sure it’s him the same way I’m sure it’s Paul Giles behind the balaclava. I feel it in my bones.

“This going to help you get the asshole that did this?” he asks.

“It’s not going to hurt.”

“Great. Thanks. That makes me feel really reassured that you’re going to find the guys who keep robbin’ my place and bashing my employees over the head.”

“Mr. Blackmon, I’m sorry this happened, and I give you my word we’re going to do everything we can to bring these men to justice.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll believe it when I see somebody in cuffs.”

I set my card on his desk. “If there’s anything else you can think of or remember, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

“Yeah, you’ll be the first,” he grouses.

I leave his office, then walk out of the store. His skepticism and frustration are understandable, and I’m doing my best to not take it personally. Three robberies inside a year with nobody ever brought in for the crimes have got to chip away not just at one’s confidence in the police force getting paid to protect them, but at their belief in the goodness of people as a whole. Blackmon’s bitter frustration with the cops and his neighborhood is entirely understandable.

My hope is that by stopping Giles and bringing him to justice for this crime, among his many, many others, I can at least give Blackmon some sense of hope and belief in his community back to him.
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“Not to sound like a broken record, but what makes you so sure it’s Heath behind the wheel of the van at the convenience store?” Paige asks.

“The same thing that made me certain it was Heath behind the wheel when the bodies of Vincent and Hester were dumped,” I answer.

“So… your gut,” Paige says.

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Which means we have nothing actionable to go on,” Kaminski says, then gestures to the monitor. “I mean, we can’t even say for sure the man in the mask is Giles.”

“I think we can all agree the guy with the gun is Giles,” Astra says.

“Sure. That’s not a question. But that’s not enough to get us anywhere closer to a warrant for Heath,” Kaminski says.

“Rick, Nina, have you guys been able to dig up anything about anybody else who might be running with Giles? Anything stand out from his communications or the visitor’s logs?” I ask. “Any phone calls to or from shady people?”

“Most everybody in Giles’s life would fall under the shady umbrella,” Nina tells me. “But we haven’t found anybody who we think might be the guy in the driver’s seat of that van. He doesn’t seem to have a lot of close friends—let alone people he’d trust enough to execute Vincent and Hester with, or knock over a liquor store.”

“Which brings us back to Heath,” I say.

“But the kid has a spotless record. He’s never been in any trouble. Why would he throw all that away for Giles?” Paige asks.

“Because he desperately wants a relationship with his father,” I say and nod to Kaminski.

“Which is simply conjecture,” Astra says.

“And conjecture isn’t going to move the needle on this case,” Kaminski adds.

“So, how are we going to get the needle moving?” Paige asks.

Getting to my feet, I cross my arms over my chest and start to pace the room. As I do, from the corner of my eye, I see Kaminski giving me a strange look before he turns to Astra.

“She does that. It’s how she thinks,” Astra says before he can ask.

I let the problem rattle around in my brain as I walk. With one very likely and two other possible robberies committed by Giles—the Minute Market was the only one with usable video of the incident—it seems that he’s trying to gather up the funds to pay for the papers. It could mean that he’s not planning on killing Berry. Perhaps there’s still a little honor left among thieves after all. It’s surprising. A guy like Giles is the sort who simply takes what they want without stopping to ask. It makes me wonder if that’s Griffith’s—or perhaps Heath’s—influence at work on him.

“These robberies, if it is Giles, are all penny ante stuff,” I say. “At most, he got a thousand dollars from the Minute Market. And if he was responsible for the other two, he couldn’t have gotten much more.”

“He obviously doesn’t have anybody who can give him the sort of cash he’s going to need to secure the papers from Berry,” Kaminski responds.

“That’s not necessarily bad news for us,” Astra says. “The longer it takes him to gather up the cash, the more opportunities we’re going to have to catch him.”

“And the more opportunities he’s going to have to hurt people,” Paige adds, mirroring the thought going through my head.

“We could just sit and wait for Berry to call us,” Kaminski says.

“We could,” I say. “But do you want to take the chance that he’s going to follow through on his promise to call us when Giles contacts him?”

“Hey, you’re the one who said he’s got some redeeming qualities,” he says.

“But I also don’t trust somebody as far as I can throw them. Redeeming qualities or not, I have no illusions. Berry is a crook. He’s also terrified of Giles. And the more time he has to sit and think, the more time he has to let that fear weaken his resolve to help us,” I say.

“But we’ve got him cornered,” Paige says. “If he doesn’t play ball, he knows we’re going to send him to prison.”

“His fear of Giles might be greater than his fear of prison,” Astra says.

“I can’t say I really blame him for that. Giles is a monster,” Kaminski says.

As they continue to debate the issue, I keep pacing. My thoughts keep returning to the fact that Berry is making two sets of papers, one for Giles and one for Griffith. And then I recall that she’s got a decent job as an administrative assistant. I don’t know what she pulls down every year, but I have to imagine it’s enough to live on, and perhaps enough to put a little away.

“Rick, I want you to pull up Allison Griffith’s financials,” I say.

“What am I looking for?”

“Large deposits or withdrawals.”

“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

“I’m wondering if Griffith is chipping in for the cost of the papers Berry is making—buying her own set perhaps.”

“They’re going to need what, twenty grand for both sets?” Paige asks.

“Unless Berry’s giving them a friends and family discount,” I say.

Rick’s fingers fly over the keyboard as he digs up the information. A couple of minutes later, Griffith’s bank statement pops up on the monitor, and he highlights a recent line item.

“It looks like we’ve got a ten-thousand-dollar withdrawal from Griffith’s account. She took it out a couple of days ago,” he reports.

“I’d say she’s definitely chipping in for her share of the papers,” Kaminski says.

“That means Giles is knocking off these convenience stores because he’s trying to scrape together the other ten grand,” Paige says.

“So, if we’ve got three stores we think he hit, we can probably assume he’s got around three grand,” Astra notes. “Though, I think we should err on the side of caution and say he’s got five grand. That makes the amount he needs smaller—”

“Which means we probably won’t have as many opportunities to grab him as we thought we might,” Kaminski adds.

I stare at the bank statement on the screen and notice the ten-thousand-dollar transaction isn’t actually a withdrawal but a transfer. It’s a small—but perhaps important—distinction. More than that, as I study the bank statement, something clicks in my head that sets the bells ringing in my head. At the same time, my belly is filled with that unmistakable sense of forward motion I tend to get when I stumble onto the right path in a case. And if I’m right, it’s a key piece of this puzzle that’s snapping into place.

“Rick, Griffith didn’t withdraw the money. She transferred it,” I tell him. “I need to know whose account it was transferred into.”

He looks at the screen and frowns, seemingly bothered by the fact that he’d missed it. But he lowers his head and sets to work again. He bangs away at his keyboard, his fingers moving so fast they’re practically a blur as he traces the account for me. It takes a few minutes, but when he’s done, he raises his head with a triumphant look on his face.

“I just want you all to recognize that I am good,” Rick says. “I am really, really good.”

Nina gives him a dramatic yawn. “I could have done it in half the time and without needing to have my ego stroked.”

“I doubt that,” Rick says. “Your need for ego stroking far outweighs—”

“Can we do this later?” I interrupt.

“Oh. Right. Sorry,” Rick says, his face flushing.

“Who does the account belong to?” I ask.

“The account she transferred the money to belongs to none other than Heath Giles.”

“Well. Looks like your hunch was right after all,” Kaminski says.

Astra gives him a wry look. “Her hunches turn out to be right annoyingly often.”

“Okay, so let’s start building a case against Heath. Let’s see if we can squeeze him hard enough to get him to give up his old man,” I say. “Dig deep. The transfer is a good start, but it could be explained away by any halfway-competent defense attorney. We need more if we’re going to make something stick—”

“Hey, Boss,” Nina interjects, a note of excitement in her voice. “Heath just withdrew the ten grand from his local bank. He took it all in cash.”

Nina had barely spoken the words when my phone chimes with an incoming text message. I quickly fish it out of my pocket and grin when I see who it is as I read the message.

“Looks like self-preservation won out,” I say. “I think we’re in business.”
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“All teams, check in,” I say into my mic.

“I’m in position and ready,” Paige responds through my earpiece.

“In position, all audio and visual are good,” Kaminski replies.

“All clear here,” Mo says. “No movement.”

“She’s made half a dozen trips to the trash though,” Mann adds. “Looks like she’s clearing her place out and getting ready to run.”

“She’s definitely going to be taking a trip. Just not the one she thinks she’s going to be taking,” Astra says.

“Speaking of trips,” Kaminski chimes in. “How about you and I take a little trip to the Bahamas when this is all done, Russo?”

I laugh as Astra shakes her head. The man is doggedly persistent—I’ll give him that.

“You can afford a trip to the Bahamas on a city cop’s salary, Kaminski?” she asks.

“I figured since you make more than me as a Fed,” he replies, “which I fully support and don’t feel weird about in the least, by the way. I’m down with the girl power.”

“Wow,” she says. “You’re a real feminist icon.”

“I do what I can.”

The next message I get is from Berry, who is almost in a panic as he tell me that Giles is going to be picking up the papers this afternoon. It didn’t give us much time to put together an operational plan. We’ve got a pair of cameras inside the store as well as a wire on Berry—though he was understandably reluctant to put it on. We had to assure him that as long as he acted normal, everything would be fine and that we wouldn’t move on Giles until he’d exited the store.

We don’t have the time to get a tac team up and ready, and there are more gaps than I’m normally comfortable with in what we cobbled together, but there is no way we’re going to miss this window. We’ll have to be flexible and adapt on the fly. I’ve got Paige covering the rear alley and Kaminski positioned in the surveillance truck down the street; Astra and I are just across the street and will move in once Giles arrives to pick up his papers.

Once we have Giles in custody, the plan is for Mo and Mann to snatch Griffith up and bring her in. Once the team of marshals Deputy Chief Newell assigned to track Heath down finds him, they’ll bring him in as well. They both lied to me. Little irritates me more than being lied to, so I am going to charge them both with obstruction, aiding and abetting, and whatever else I can think up that might stick. Hopefully, a little time in jail will help them think about their life choices.

“Do we know how Giles got the rest of the money yet?” Kaminski asks.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” I say.

“Fair enough,” he replies. “But should we be concerned that he doesn’t actually have the money and that he’s here to kill Berry and take the papers?”

“That’s why we’ve got eyes inside the store. The minute we see a gun, we move in,” Astra tells him. “So, stay ready.”

“Sweetheart, I was born ready.”

She rolls her eyes and groans, drawing a laugh from Kaminski’s end of the line.

“Okay, kids, showtime. We’ve got a car parking down the street,” Kaminski alerts us. “It’s a black Accord, but the plate is obscured. One driver, no passenger.”

“A black Accord?” I ask.

“Heath Giles drives a black Accord,” Kaminski says.

“So, he loaned his car to his dad,” Astra offers.

“Driver is getting out.”

I look down the street to where the Accord is parked and raise the binoculars to my eyes, trying to get a clear visual.

“That’s not Giles,” I say. “Everybody stand by. That’s Heath.”

“Sent his kid to do his dirty work,” Astra says. “Ruthless.”

“But pretty on brand for this dirtbag,” Kaminski says. “What I want to know is how did this kid slip past the marshals? How did they not track him down?”

“Good question. And I’m sure Deputy Chief Newell will be asking them the same thing.”

“What should we do?” Astra asks. “Do we take him now? Or let him get the papers and hope he leads us to Giles?”

It’s an unexpected wrinkle in the plan I didn’t foresee but probably should have considered. In my defense, we didn’t have a lot of time to look at all the different angles to make sure we were covered. But, like I said, we’re just going to have to adapt and improvise.

“Let’s let him get the package from Berry and take him after,” I say. “I don’t want to give this kid a chance to get away.”

“Copy that,” Astra says.

I key open my mic. “Kaminski, Paige, get set, we’re going to let him get the package, then take him on the street. Make sure your vests are tight and get ready to move.”

“Copy you,” they both reply.

As we watch Heath move warily down the sidewalk, I quickly call Berry in the shop. He picks up on the first ring, and I can tell just by the way he’s breathing that he’s nervous.

“Heath Giles is on his way in,” I say. “Repeat, it’s not Paul.”

“Okay. Okay,” he stammers, his voice tinged with relief.

“Take a breath and calm down. We’ve got you covered.”

“I’m calm.”

“You’re not. Settle down, or you’re going to spook him,” I say. “You don’t want to do that. We need him to make the exchange with you.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m good. I swear. I’m good,” he says. “He’s coming in. I gotta go.”

Berry disconnects the call, so I turn my attention to the wire. On the laptop Astra has, we’re able to watch the camera feeds, but I have no way of talking to Berry, so I have no choice but to sit back and hope he’s as good as he says. On the screen, we watch Heath approach the counter. He’s clutching the strap of the messenger bag on his shoulder so tight, his knuckles are white, and his eyes dart left and right, as if he’s trying to see the entire shop at once. Honestly, he looks as skittish as Berry sounds, so he probably won’t notice how squirrely the man seems to be acting.

“Hold it together,” I mutter as I watch the man fidgeting.

“H-hey, kid,” Berry says on the screen. “What can I do for you?”

“Uh… my dad asked me to come down and pick up a package.”

Berry nods. “Paul sent you down?”

“Yeah. He said you’d have it ready?”

“Yeah, sure,” he replies. “Do you have the money?”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it,” Heath says.

Berry stares at him for a long moment, and Heath looks back at him blankly. The silent standoff goes on for almost a full minute before Berry runs a hand over the stubble on his head.

“I need to see it, kid,” he says.

“Oh, right. Right. Sorry.”

“You don’t do this kind of thing often, do you?”

Heath shakes his head. “Nah. I’m just doing a favor for the old man.”

He pulls an envelope out of the messenger bag and sets it down on the counter. Berry looks at it for a moment, then picks it up and starts to thumb through the bills inside. He’s holding himself together a lot better than I thought he would.

“Twenty grand,” Heath says. “Just like you guys agreed.”

“Where’d the old man scrounge up twenty grand?”

Heath shrugs. “No idea. I’m just supposed to drop it off and get the package you said you’d have ready. So… is it ready?”

“Yeah, it’s ready. Hold on.”

Berry disappears through the door behind the counter, leaving Heath alone. The younger Giles taps his foot, mumbles to himself, and shifts on his feet incessantly. He licks his lips and runs a hand through his hair more times inside a minute than I can count.

“This kid is not built for a life of crime,” Astra says.

“Prison is going to be very hard for him.”

“It really is.”

Berry reappears with a large manila envelope and hands it over to Heath. The kid opens it and looks inside.

“Passports, driver’s licenses, Social Security cards, and a bank card,” he says. “But they’re going to have to put their own money into it. That’s not part of the service.”

“Okay,” Heath nods. “Is this everything?”

“Unless you want to buy something from the shop,” Berry quips.

“No. No. I’m good. Thanks.”

Heath stuffs the envelope into his bag and turns for the door. I quickly key open my mic.

“Stand by,” I say. “Subject is leaving the shop, and he has the papers in hand.”

Astra and I climb out of the SUV and head toward the shop. Heath is still fussing with the latch on his bag as he steps out of the store but looks up and locks eyes with me, fear instantly flashing across his face. We’re about twenty yards from him, and I put my hand up.

“Stay put, Heath,” I tell him. “You’re under arrest.”

His face pale and his eyes wide, he turns and sprints for his car but pulls up short when Kaminski steps out from behind another car, putting himself between Heath and his ride.

Kaminski holds one hand up, the other on the butt of his weapon. “Stay where you are, kid. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it needs to be.”

Caught between Kaminski on one side, Astra and me on the other, a panic-stricken Heath takes the only way out left open to him and darts into the street. The blaring of a car horn and the screeching of tires rings out, sending my heart into my throat. The car swerves to the left, narrowly avoiding the young man. Heath looks terrified as the angry motorist unleashes a string of curses so vile it would make a trucker blush.

“Heath, stop!” I shout.

He looks over at us, his face seeming to grow even paler. But rather than stopping, he turns and sprints off, heading down the street and away from us.

“Dammit,” I growl.

Holstering my weapon, I take off after him with Astra and Kaminski on my heels. As I run, I key open my mic.

“Paige, the subject is heading south, away from the pawn shop,” I say in short bursts. “Circle around to the other side and cut him off. Pinch him between us.”

“Copy that, Chief.”

“Heath, stop running!” Astra shouts.

“Give it up, kid!” Kaminski adds.

But Heath is fast and doesn’t stop. He refuses to give up. Instead, he lowers his head and powers on, opening the gap between us all a little wider. Astra is beside me, running stride for stride.

“Didn’t we just do this?” she gasps, referring to our foot pursuit of Maxwell Hayes.

“It’s like a bad freaking rerun,” I respond between breaths.

Up ahead of us, Paige’s black SUV turns onto the street, blue and red lights flashing. Heath cuts into an alley on the left, and by the time we get there, the door of a derelict two-story building is slamming shut. As Astra, Kaminski, and I get to the door, our breathing ragged, Paige pulls to a stop in the mouth of the alley. She jumps out and joins us at the door.

“Kaminski, Paige, get around to the backside of this building,” I say. “And be careful. I doubt the kid is armed, but don’t take anything for granted.”

“Copy that,” Paige says and leads Kaminski around the side of the building.

Gripping the door handle, I turn to Astra. “Ready?”

“Let’s get this guy. I’m tired of running.”

A small laugh bursts from my mouth as I pull the door open. Astra goes in first, low and fast with the barrel of her weapon leading the way. I follow her in, letting the door bang shut behind us. The ground floor of the building is dark, and it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. When they do, I see the deserted building is a maze of empty crates and barrels. Offices line the wall to our right, the glass in the doors having long since been broken out.

“I’ll take the offices,” Astra says. “You take the floor.”

“Watch your back,” I say.

There is a flash of light that briefly illuminates the floor of the building as the door on the other side of the building is opened. The slam of its closing echoes around the deserted building.

“We’re inside,” Paige’s voice comes through my earpiece.

“Take the second floor,” I say. “We’ve got the ground floor covered.”

“Copy that,” she replies.

A moment later, the sound of their footsteps ascending as they climb the staircase echoes hollowly. I see Astra moving methodically from one office to the next, her face taut, her body tense as she glides along, her movements fluid. My weapon held out in front of me, I move among the stacked crates and barrels, taking short, shallow breaths as I try to step as quietly as I can. I don’t have the sort of fluid grace Astra does. She can move like a cat, but I feel like I’m tromping through the building with all the subtlety of Godzilla.

In this confined space with no real air circulation, it’s stifling. Sweat beads on my brow and runs down between my shoulder blades, making my shirt stick to me uncomfortably. I hate having to wear this vest; it makes everything feel worse. Even though I’m almost positive Heath isn’t armed—I doubt the kid has ever held a gun before—my pulse is racing, and my heart is thundering in my ears as I step around each stack of crates or haphazard barrel that litters the floor.

The sound of something big and heavy crashing to the floor off to my right shakes the air around me. Astra shouting for Heath to stop quickly follows, and I move in that direction. I come around a tall stack of crates, and Heath Giles crashes into me. His momentum knocks the Glock out of my hand, sending it flying. It hits the ground with a hard clatter, then slides away from me. Heath and I go down in a tangle of scrabbling limbs. He lands on top of me, driving the breath from my lungs, and bounces the back of my head off the concrete beneath us.

My head is ringing, and I’m stunned for a moment. But as Heath scrambles, trying to get away, I grab him by the back of the shirt and climb onto his back. His hand is reaching out, dangerously close to my weapon. I can’t tell if he’s simply scrambling to get away or if he’s making a play for my gun, so I deliver a couple of hard punches to his kidney that make him screech. He keeps moving, though, so I grab him by the hair and slam him down on the concrete, face first. Heath groans and goes limp beneath me.

Astra comes around the corner as I roll off the kid. She holsters her weapon and falls to her knee, quickly cuffing his hands behind his back. He looks dazed as we get him into a sitting position, a large knot and dark bruise already forming on his forehead. As Astra is hauling him to his feet, I key open my mic.

“We got him,” I say. “Subject is secured.”

“You okay?” Astra asks.

I’ve got a knot on the back of my head that probably matches the one on Heath’s forehead, and it makes me wince as I gingerly touch it.

“Yeah. I’ll live,” I mutter.

I walk over and pick up my weapon, quickly sliding it into its holster. After that, I pick up the fallen messenger bag and pull out the manila envelope he’d picked up from Berry; I rifle through the contents, confirming it contains what we believed it did. Heath is glaring at me with a mixture of fear and rage on his face.

“I’m going to sue you for police brutality,” he pouts.

“You’re going to have to file that lawsuit from prison then,” Astra says. “Because that’s where you’re going for a long, long time.”

“Don’t worry though. You’ll finally get to spend all the time with your daddy that you could possibly want,” I add. “We’re going to see to that.”
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“You sure?” Mo asks.

I hold the phone in my hand and nod, as if she can see me. “Yeah. Stay on her, but don’t scoop her up yet.”

“What happened, Chief?” Mann asks. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine. But Giles didn’t pick up the papers. He sent his son to pick them up instead. We’ve got him in custody right now and are about to question him. But I want to keep Griffith in play for the moment just in case we’re not able to crack the kid. I don’t want to spook Giles by picking them both up at the same time. Hopefully, we can keep him from finding out we’ve got Heath for a while yet.”

“Copy that,” Mo says. “I’ll give you a buzz if anything pops on this end.”

“Do that. Thank you.”

I disconnect the call and drop the phone into my pocket. I’m standing in the observation room with Paige, Astra, and Kaminski watching Heath Giles through the glass. He can’t seem to sit still, shifting relentlessly in his seat as he bounces his leg underneath the table and mutters quietly to himself. He’s speaking in such a hushed tone, though, we can’t make out what he’s saying. The chain that’s connected to the I-bolt in the middle of the table the connects to the shackle around his right wrist rattles as he wrings his hands together.

“Half an hour alone in there. You really like to twist that blade, don’t you, Wilder?” Kaminski says and takes a drink of his soda.

“I do,” I confess. “Sitting alone gives them time to let their imaginations think up the worst possible scenarios. I like to walk in when they’re terrified and ready to crack.”

“You are a sick woman, my friend,” he says.

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

“Psychological warfare is highly effective,” I say. “Especially when used against subjects who aren’t familiar with the ins and outs of police interrogation.”

“It’s a lot more effective than simply beating, bullying, and badgering compliance out of a perp,” Astra says while pointedly looking at Kaminski.

“Hey, you do you, I’ll do me. Beating, bullying, and badgering has a long, proud history in Chicago,” he replies with a grin.

The fact that we had to bring Heath in is more of a problem than I want to admit right now. If Giles finds out, he may just blow town and ghost us all. It’s why I want to keep Griffith on the board. I still don’t believe he wants to leave without her and will have her join him so they can leave together. But I’d be naïve if I didn’t acknowledge it’s entirely possible that if he finds out we’ve got his son, he’ll smartly decide that Griffith is compromised and leave her behind. Giles is not just smart; he’s got a survival instinct that rivals that of a cockroach.

“Has he been Mirandized?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am,” Paige replies. “We read him his rights as we hooked him to the table.”

“It’s all on tape and by the numbers,” Kaminski says as he gestures to the audio/visual equipment on the desk in front of us.

“Good. Okay,” I say. “Astra, let’s go have a chat.”

“What about me?” Kaminski asks.

“Situations like this call for a woman’s touch,” Astra says.

“Well, have fun, then.”

Ordinarily, I’d take Kaminski in. He’s got a heavy, intimidating presence about him that could be helpful in some cases. But with a guy like Heath, as fragile as he is, that menacing vibe he gives off might be counterproductive. It might make him shut down. Besides that, Astra and I have a rhythm and chemistry that’s been developed over our years working together. We play off one another instinctively and can anticipate each other’s moves. I don’t know Kaminski and don’t have that kind of rapport, so it might make the interview unnecessarily clunky when we need it to flow.

I lead her into the interview room, and she closes the door behind us. Heath won’t look at us as we sit down across from him. The atmosphere in the room is stuffy with tension and fear so thick, it’s almost suffocating. I set the file down on the table in front of me and casually flip it open, and Heath’s eyes drift over to it, his face etched with fear.

“You know you’re in deep here, right, Heath?” I ask.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Let’s see, you’ve lied to federal officers, assaulted federal officers, you’re obstructing justice, and you’re aiding and abetting a wanted fugitive. That sure is a whole lot of nothing,” Astra says.

“Let’s not forget there’s probably a DA or two out there who might look to make a name for themselves by tacking on accessory to murder charges,” I add.

“That’s true too,” Astra adds.

He shudders and seems to draw in on himself, getting smaller right before our eyes. He’s trying to hold it together, but his fear is palpable.

“You really are in a deep hole, Heath. One that only gets deeper if you keep screwing with us,” I tell him. “You are legitimately looking at spending the rest of your life in prison depending on how hardcore the DA’s office wants to get with you.”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You’re helping a wanted fugitive, guilty of at least four murders while he’s been out, obtain a false identity,” Astra tells him. “In the eyes of the law, that’s not nothing. In fact, that’s a big ball of something that’s going to land your butt in prison.”

“How do you think you’ll do in prison, Heath?” I ask.

“I don’t think he’ll do very well at all,” Astra says. “He’s a little too soft. Those guys will eat him alive.”

As we pepper him with commentary, I watch as Heath’s face grows tighter, his expression darker and more fearful. He swallows hard and shifts in his seat again. He’s scared, which is the exact reaction I hoped we’d get out of him. The hope is that the more terrified he is, the more pliable he’ll be.

“This is your chance to help yourself,” I tell him.

“Your only chance,” Astra piles on.

“What do you want?”

“Where is your father?” I ask.

“I don’t know.”

“Now is not the time to lie to us, Heath.”

“I’m not lying. I don’t know.”

“So, what, you were just supposed to hang on to those forged papers until he decided to swing by?” Astra asks.

He sighs. “He was going to text me with an address where I’d leave the package for him to pick up later. I don’t know the address yet. He hasn’t texted me.”

“Why did you lie to us? Why did you tell us you haven’t spoken to him in years?”

“Does it matter?”

“No, I suppose not,” I say. “But how long have you been in contact with him?”

“A couple of years.”

“And how did you communicate with him?” Astra questions. “Your name doesn’t appear on any of the call or visitor logs.”

“I never visited because my ID would be flagged if I had. We only ever communicated via email or phone, and I have a prepaid cell phone that’s not in my name,” he says. “I also used an email address that’s not connected to me. I was careful. He told me to take extra precautions because they were going to see and hear everything.”

“Did you know he was going to break out?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I didn’t. I only found out after he did it. He contacted me and said he’d gotten out early. I knew that wasn’t true. He called after I’d spoken with you two the first time and asked me to pick up the package from Carl Berry.”

“Where is he going, Heath?” I ask.

“I don’t know. He hasn’t told me.”

“Are you going with him?” Astra asks.

He shakes his head. “No. My life is here.”

“Then why are you doing this for him? Why are you risking everything—risking destroying your entire life—for this piece of filth?” Astra presses.

He looks at her like she’s an idiot—like the answer is so obvious, he can’t be bothered to explain it to her. But his expression of derision quickly fades, and he turns stone-faced, choosing to remain sullenly silent instead of answering. The chain around his wrist clanks as he sits back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. Heath adopts an expression that I think is supposed to look stubborn and recalcitrant, but I think it actually makes him look nauseous or perhaps constipated.

“Heath, this is as serious as it gets for you,” I say. “This is your one chance to help yourself. Tell us what you know about your father’s plans. We need to know—”

“I don’t know anything. He keeps it all compartmentalized,” he interrupts. “Like I said, he was going to text me with an address for the dead drop.”

That tracks with what we know of the guy. He compartmentalizes everything, and nobody knows everything just for security’s sake. I’d been hoping it would be different with his son, but Giles treats him the way he treats everybody else—with suspicion.

“Where is the phone?” I ask. “You said you used a burner to communicate with your father. Where is it?”

“I don’t know. I lost it,” he says and looks away.

“This isn’t the time to lie to us,” I state.

“Are you really willing to spend the rest of your life in prison for a man who hasn’t been a part of your life in… how long? Years?” Astra asks.

“A man who enjoys hurting people. A man who has spent more years in prison than you’ve been alive,” I tell him. “You seem to be a good kid whose got his head on straight, Heath. You’re working toward building a life and making something of yourself. Why would you throw that all away for Paul Giles?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Help us understand then,” Astra presses.

“Did you have a father growing up?” he asks as he raises his chin, a defiant gleam in his eye.

Astra looks down—her childhood was fairly idyllic, so she can’t relate. Which is exactly the reaction he wanted from us. But I meet and hold his gaze.

“I didn’t grow up with my father,” I say.

“And is there anything you wouldn’t give or do to have a relationship with him?”

“Yes, there is,” I tell him. “I wouldn’t condone murder, and I sure as hell wouldn’t help him go on committing crimes.”

“Well,” he says slowly. “I suppose a father’s relationship with his son is different.”

It’s almost word for word what Kaminski had said. And I suppose it’s true. I just can’t understand—regardless of how different a relationship between a father and his son and daughter might be—that anybody would be okay, let alone want that relationship, with a murderer. It’s unfathomable to me. But then, even though my parents were murdered when I was young, between the time I had with them and even growing up with Aunt Annie, I suppose I was given a strong moral compass—something it doesn’t seem like Heath was given.

I can feel him closing down as he looks away from me. And with every passing second, I feel him slipping further and further away.

“Heath, this is your only chance to help yourself,” I tell him. “Don’t do the time for your father’s crimes. Don’t throw your life away.”

His eyes are hooded and his face expressionless. “I’m done talking,” he says, his voice flat. “I want a lawyer.”

Damn.
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Hoskins Street; West Town; Chicago, IL

“She’s still up there,” Mann says. “Other than running out to the shop on the corner, she hasn’t come down all day.”

Astra and I stand with Mo and Mann around the corner from Allison Griffith’s apartment. I told Paige and Kaminski to take their place on surveillance on the front of the building.

“She did talk to Giles though,” Mo says.

“Did he tell her where he is?”

“Negative,” she replies. “But he did say that things were in motion and they’d be together again soon. So, I’d say he doesn’t know you guys scooped up his son.”

“He asked if she’d spoken to the Bureau again after the last time you were here,” Mann says. “She said no but that she had the feeling she was being watched.”

“He told her to assume she was,” Mo adds. “Told her to go get a new untraceable cell. She did, so we have no idea if they talked again after that. I think we should assume they have.”

“When was this?” I ask.

“A couple of hours ago,” Mo tells us.

“That’s good,” Astra says. “Advantage us.”

“For the moment. But it’s not going to do us any good if he finds out about Heath before we figure out where he’s hiding out,” I add.

“So? What’s the plan?” Mo asks.

Putting my hands on my hips, I turn and survey the street around us. I find myself searching the faces of everybody walking down the block, looking for Giles, desperately hoping that lightning can—in fact—strike twice in the same place. This is a problem without a solution. Giles controls and compartmentalizes everything so tightly, it’s doubtful Allison is going to know anything more that Heath does. But doubtful isn’t the same as certain, and right now, we need fewer guesses and more facts. Which means, we have no choice but to talk to her.

The question is, how do we go at her? How do we crack her open and get what’s inside of her out? Leaning on her too hard might make her shut down on us like Heath did. But not leaning on her enough isn’t going to get us anywhere either. We need to strike a balance and, since she’s obviously the artsy, emotional type of girl, play to her heart. We need to manipulate her and pull those heartstrings hard enough that she’ll crumble.

“I have an idea,” I say.

“I see the evil little gleam in your eye. I think I like it,” Astra says.

“Come on. Let’s go have a chat with her.”

“And before we leave, we are definitely stopping by that bakery around the corner this time,” Astra says. “I didn’t get my Paczki last time.”

The four of us trudge up the stairs; even in the hallway, can smell the thick aroma of the incense burning in Griffith’s place. The same song that was playing the last time we were here is echoing down the corridor, saturating the air with its overwrought and overly sentimental lyrics.

“Somebody needs to introduce this girl to jazz,” I mutter.

“Do they though?” Astra teases.

“Remind me to leave you here with Kaminski.”

“Now see, that’s not even funny.”

“It’s very funny,” I reply.

Flashing her a grin, I knock on the door. A moment later, it opens, and Griffith stares at us with a distinct expression of dread and foreboding on her face.

“What do you want?” she asks.

“We need to talk,” I say.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“Allison, we can either come in and talk to you for a minute, and then we’ll get out of your hair, or we can take you down to the station and keep you there all day. It’s your call,” Astra says.

She deflates, and worry flashes across her face, but she steps aside and allows us to enter. The four of us are practically standing shoulder to shoulder in her living room. Other than the furniture and some boxes, it’s been mostly emptied out. Griffith slips around us and stands in the doorway to her bedroom and folds her arms over her chest, looking down at the floor rather than at us.

“Taking a trip, Ms. Griffith?” I ask.

“I… uh… I’m moving,” she stammers.

“Oh yeah? Where to?” Astra asks.

“Umm… across town.”

“Why are you moving?” Mo asks. “This neighborhood seems to suit you.”

“It’s expensive,” she responds. “My new place is cheaper and closer to work. Yeah, it’s a really cute little place.”

Her words are slow and halting, and her eyes are darting all around the room as she speaks. Lucky for us, Griffith is not a very good liar.

“Let’s cut through the crap, Ms. Griffith,” I say. “We know what you’re up to.”

“I’m not up to anything,” she says weakly.

“We know you lied to us and that you’ve been in contact with Paul Giles,” I say.

“And we know that you’re planning on hitting the road with him.”

“I… uh… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“We’ve been watching you, Ms. Griffith,” Mo says.

“And listening to your phone calls,” Mann adds. “We heard you speaking to him just a couple of hours ago.”

Her face pales as she struggles to keep her expression under control. Griffith runs her fingers through her hair and stands up straighter, doing her best to keep her composure.

“You have no right to listen to my phone calls. That’s a violation of—”

“We have a warrant,” I tell her. “It’s a violation of nothing.”

“Aiding and abetting a wanted fugitive, though, is a violation of the law,” Astra says.

“I’ve done no such thing,” she says indignantly.

“I know you know we ran into Giles on the street outside your place,” I tell her. “And I know he’s been staying here with you. I saw his boots in your kitchen, so don’t bother trying to deny it. We also found a ten-thousand-dollar transfer from your account to one belonging to Heath Giles—money he then used to purchase a clean identity for his father. Heath has admitted to his role in helping get his father out of town—and he’s told us about your role in it as well, Ms. Griffith. The time for lies and games is over.”

Her lips quiver, and she looks away, seeming to be trying to find a way out of her mess. I could have told her there is no escape route, but I want her to think the situation through and come to that realization on her own. It doesn’t take long. I can see by the look on her face she knows the jig is up.

“What do you want from me?” she finally asks.

“Some honesty would be a good start,” I tell her.

“And you’d do well to remember that we have you on a laundry list of serious charges,” Astra chimes in. “We’re giving you a chance to help yourself.”

“We want to know where Giles is planning on running off to,” I start.

“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me where we were going,” she says. “He said he’d tell me once we got on the road and out of Chicago.”

“Were you taking Heath with you?” Astra asks.

She shakes her head. “No. Heath was just helping us get papers to get out of town,” she says. “But Paul really wants a relationship with his son, so he was eventually going to tell Heath where we were once we got settled in so he could visit or whatever.”

She seems to shrink in on herself. Knowing that she’s going to prison and will be separated from Giles, perhaps for the rest of her life, I can practically see Griffith’s entire world crashing down around her. The look of grief on her face is all too real. But beyond that, I can see a stubborn defiance in her eyes fueled by her loyalty to the man. It makes me think she’s going to shut up, then lawyer up like Heath did. And if she does, we’re going to be left with nothing.

Which is why it’s a good thing I walked in here knowing we’d need to drive a wedge between them and chip away at that stubborn loyalty.

“You love him, don’t you?” I ask.

“I do,” she says firmly.

“Help me understand that,” Mann says. “The man is a killer. How—”

“You don’t know him. You only see the bad in him and can’t see the good,” she snaps. “He’s kind. Underneath it all, he’s got a good heart. And he loves me.”

“It’s kind of hard for us to see the good when we know he’s a vicious killer,” Astra says. “Did you know he murdered the man he broke out of prison with and that man’s half-brother—the one who sprung them out of that transport?”

The confusion I see in her eyes tells me that’s news to her. But she shakes her head, doing her best to deny that what I’m saying is true. Clearly she’s trying to reconcile that bit of information with her view of the man she’s been planning on absconding with.

“No, that’s not true,” she says.

“I’m afraid it is. Christopher Vincent and his half-brother Morris Hester were found with two bullets in the backs of their heads,” Astra says.

“Courtesy of Paul Giles,” Mann adds.

“Kind of makes you wonder how good his heart really is, huh?” Mo piles on.

“No,” she says. “You’re lying. You’re all lying.”

She shakes her head again as she grits her teeth, the loyalty she feels for the man forcing her to deny everything we’re telling her—forcing her to deny the truth I’m sure somewhere deep down, she knows. Somewhere in the depths of her soul, she knows what Giles is—knows he’s a monster. But she’s clinging tightly to that feeling she believes is love that Giles had fostered inside of her. He’d groomed her. He’d warped her thinking, making her cling to this loyalty to him. I need to sever that tie that’s binding her to him.

“What would you say if I told you he doesn’t love you, Allison?” I say.

“I’d say you’re lying. He loves me.”

“He was never going to take you with him,” I tell her. “You gave him the money to get him clean papers, and once he had them, he was going to blow town and leave you behind.”

“No. That’s not true.”

“It is true,” I press. “We arrested Heath when he picked up Giles’s papers. There was only one set of IDs in the packet—his. There were no papers for you.”

“No. You’re lying,” she says almost desperately.

I reach into the messenger bag on my shoulder and pull out the manila envelope we’d taken from Heath. With her eyes glued to me, I pull out the packet in Giles’s new name and show it to her, then open the envelope wide to let her see it’s empty. Griffith’s eyes widen, and she can’t hide the shock and the hurt on her face. It’s the exact reaction I’d been hoping to get when I removed her set of papers before we got here.

“That can’t be,” she whispers. “He’d never… he just wouldn’t.”

“I’m afraid it’s true,” I tell her. “Giles only had the one set of papers made.”

She shakes her head. “Why would he do that? We just talked a couple of hours ago. Why would he tell me we’d be leaving soon?”

“My best guess is he feels the noose tightening around his neck,” I tell her. “He needs to make sure you’re still on his side and won’t talk to us until he’s able to get out of town.”

“It’s not the first time we’ve seen it happen this way,” Astra says. “These guys rely on your love and loyalty. They prey on women like you, Allison.”

From the corner of my eye, I see Mo and Mann exchange an uneasy look. I know they’re very strait-laced, and like many others, don’t like the practice of lying to or misleading a suspect. Mo and I have had a few spirited debates about it. But the fact is, it’s legal for us to deceive, and I personally don’t consider it unethical. We’re dealing with criminals, sometimes absolutely heinous monsters, and the deck always seems to be stacked in their favor. So, my position is that I can and will use every tool at my disposal until they tell me I can’t. And as of right now, that includes deceiving suspects.

I knew coming in that we were going to have to run a game on Griffith if we had any hope of gaining her cooperation. We had to drive a wedge between her and Giles and break that bond of loyalty. Running a game and deceiving a suspect is not without its risks. Griffith could decide that she doesn’t believe me. She could call my bluff, and since I’m lying—and I know I’m lying—she could shut down on us entirely and not give us a thing. It’s a big gamble.

But if I want the reward, it’s a risk I have to take. It’s not like I have much of a fallback plan. We’re coming to Giles’s endgame, and we still haven’t been able to draw a bead on the man. The window we have to catch him is closing rapidly so, if we hope to get him in cuffs before he drops off the grid, we have to run a few risks.

Griffith’s eyes well with tears, and she shakes her head, still trying to deny what we’re saying. I can see in her face, though, that the truth—or at least, the version of it that I’m peddling—is sinking in. She can’t fight the tears anymore, and they race down her cheeks as her face grows red, the story I spun seeming to be suffocating her. After a long, silent minute, she raises her head, and I see that I’ve successfully driven the wedge between them I wanted to. Griffith’s gaze locks onto mine, and the pain I see in her eyes stabs me with a lance of guilt. Just because it’s legal and ethical, I still don’t always feel good about doing the things I do.

“What do you need me to do?” she asks in a trembling voice.
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The City Garden Apartments, Hyde Park Neighborhood; Chicago, IL

“His hold on that woman is so tight, he’s like a freaking cult leader,” Astra gripes.

“That’s exactly what it’s like,” I respond. “That’s actually a great comparison.”

Griffith’s cooperation is tepid at best. Honestly, I’m still not convinced that when the time comes, she’s going to do what she’s agreed to do. I don’t think she’s going to be able to roll on Giles. The man’s hold on her is just too great, even now, when she believes he’s going to abandon her, choosing to believe he’s got a good reason and/or that he’ll come back for her.

Astra steps out of the bedroom and shakes her head. “Bedroom’s clear. Nothing useful in there,” she calls out. “You know, I will never understand these women who fall for guys like Giles. He’s a killer. How can you love something like that?”

“What you need to understand is that guys like Giles are, like you said, cult leaders. They’re like other predators out there. They’re charismatic and can quickly identify a person’s needs—in Griffith’s case, it’s a need to be loved—a desperate need for attention,” I tell her. “When guys like Giles find somebody who can help them achieve their goals, they figure out what they need, then give that to them. It’s like I keep telling you—these guys are amazing profilers. Giles gave Griffith what she needed and has earned her undying love and loyalty in return.”

In the bathroom mirror, I see Astra step into the doorway and shake her head. “It’s sad.”

“It’s very sad. I just hope when this is all said and done, she can find some self-respect and learn to fill those needs on her own and stop inviting monsters like Giles into her life,” I say as I riffle through the cabinet drawers in the bathroom.

“Makes sense. It was a nice play—the trick with the papers,” she says.

“I don’t think it was good enough though. It’s that cultlike hold he still has on her that makes me think she’s not going to be able to give him up in the end. Ditto that with Heath. He’s playing to his kid’s desire to have a relationship with him. That hold Giles has over his kid is going to make him just as reluctant to talk to us as Griffith is. It’s why I think we need another way to find this jerk and make the case,” I tell her.

“That makes sense. That why we’re here?”

“It is.”

Before we left Griffith’s place, we got her to give up the clean burner she has. From that, we got the phone number Giles has been contacting her from and gave it to Rick. As of now, though, the phone is off. The man is smart. He knows how these things work and won’t use it again until he needs to. By the time we’re able to get a fix on the phone, he’s not going to be there. We left Mo and Mann with Griffith to hopefully encourage the woman to find out where he is or be there just in case he shows up.

While they sit on Griffith, Astra and I headed over to Heath’s place. It’s been cleaned up and aired out since the last time we were here, which I’m thankful for. Heath is still sitting in a holding cell down at the Marshals office, so we secured a warrant just to make sure all our i’s are dotted and our t’s are crossed. Like Kaminski said, this needs to be by the numbers. We’re here because Heath won’t give up the phone he’s been using to talk to his father on, and I’m hoping we find it and get the location of the dead drop. We’re not going to be able to keep Giles from learning we’ve got his kid much longer, but if we can get that phone, we might be able to run a game on him, set up the dead drop, and when he shows up to pick up the package, scoop him up.

A lot of things need to break right for us, but it’s really the only viable plan we have. We don’t know where he is, have no way to find him, and the two people we’ve got our claws in don’t know a thing. We’re relegated to sitting on our hands hoping we catch a break. That doesn’t work for me. I’ve never been the sit-back-and-wait-for-good-fortune-to-rain-down-on-me type. I prefer to work my tail off and make my own luck. And right now, that means searching Heath’s place and finding that phone.

He didn’t have the phone on him, nor was it in his car. Which means, the only other place it can possibly be is at his home. But there are only so many places to stash it in such a small place, and so far, we’ve come up empty. I’m not only starting to get frustrated; I’m starting to get worried too. If we can’t find his burner, we might have some problems.

“Nothing here,” I say. “Did you check the hall closet?”

“Not yet. But I will.”

“Do me a favor. Once you’re done in the closet, bag any electronic devices he’s got in here. We’ll take them back to the war room and see if Rick and Nina can find something useful on them.”

“Copy that,” she says.

As Astra starts rummaging through the closet, opening all the boxes and sorting through the contents, I walk out of the bathroom and head into the kitchen. It seems an unlikely place for a phone, but we’re running out of places to look. I open one of the drawers and find mismatched silverware but nothing else. The second drawer is filled with cords, condiment packets, and weirdly enough, a pager. But it’s old and has no juice, so I figure it’s not what we’re looking for.

“He should donate this to a museum,” I mutter.

Grumbling under my breath, I lean back against the counter and look around the narrow, galley-style kitchen. He’s got a toaster sitting on the pale green tiles that looks like it would have been vintage when Eisenhower was president and a refrigerator that looks older than that. He’s got a beat-up blender and a dish rack with one plate, one glass, and one fork that have been washed and set to dry. He obviously doesn’t entertain much.

“Where are you hiding this stupid thing, Heath?”

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and try to set my frustration aside. I need to think. My mind is so cluttered with all the “what ifs,” possible scenarios, and worries about what’s going to happen if we don’t find Giles that I’m not seeing the big picture clearly. The pressure of running this new task force and knowing Church went out on a limb to get me this command is weighing on me. It’s more pressure than when I first started running the Black Cell teams because somebody else’s reputation, not to mention their political capital, wasn’t hinging on our success.

I’ve never shied away from pressure. I like to think for the most part, I perform pretty well under pressure. But the added pressure of knowing Church is paying close attention and actually has skin in the game this time—on my behalf—is clogging up my brain. Letting out the breath I’ve been holding, I open my eyes.

“Come on. Pull it together,” I say quietly to myself.

That burner phone has to be somewhere in this apartment. I look at the sofa in the living room and wonder if I’m going to have to slice open the cushions. It’s doubtful he’s hiding it there, so I’ll save that as a last resort. As I glance around the kitchen again, trying to focus, my eyes land on a coffee can sitting on top of the battered old refrigerator. Pursing my lips, I look at his sparse collection of appliances and notice what I don’t notice: a coffee maker.

“Why have a can of coffee with no maker?” I ask myself.

It’s nothing definitive, but it’s an anomaly that piques my interest, so I walk over and grab the can off the top of the refrigerator. I give it a shake, and something hard rattles against the sides. It’s definitely not coffee. Feeling good about this, I pull the plastic lid off and feel a rush of hot adrenaline hit my system when my eyes land on the phone inside the can.

“Bingo,” I say.

I pull the cheap burner phone out of the can and say a silent word of thanks that Heath hadn’t thought to password protect it. I call up the text messages and quickly scroll through a chain of messages that started a day after Giles broke out. He is slick. Just like any seasoned predator, he knows his target audience. Like any well-practiced cult leader, he knows exactly what to say and how to say it. Giles knew exactly what Heath wanted to hear—what he needed to hear—and smoothly poured that honey in his ear. Reading through these messages is like a textbook example of how to bend somebody’s will to your own.

At the end of the chain is a message that came in just fifteen minutes ago. I quickly read it and can’t keep the smile off my face. Astra steps into the kitchen and gives me a strange look.

“You found it,” she says.

“I did.”

“Do we have him?”

I hand her the phone and give her a minute to read through the chain of messages. When she finally gets to the end, she raises her head, the expression of relief mixed with anticipation etched into her face matching mine.

“We don’t have him yet, but we’re close,” I say.

“Then let’s go get him.”

“Let’s do it.”
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Promontory Point, Burnham Park; Chicago, IL

Running mainly along the lakefront of Chicago’s south side is the 598-acre Burnham Park. And jutting out into the vastness of Lake Michigan is Promontory Point. Built from landfill in the 1930s, the peninsula is covered in trees, flowering bushes, and a large meadow. It attracts hundreds of people daily, locals and tourists alike. Along with the foot traffic through the park, the foliage impedes sight lines, which makes it a tough place to stake out and run surveillance… which is probably the point.

As far as locations for a dead drop, this is a pretty good one. It just reaffirms my opinion that Giles is as smart as he is dangerous. I glance to my right and see Astra about ten yards away sitting on a park bench pretending to read a book. She gives me a subtle shake of the head. Tugging my ball cap down lower and adjusting my oversized sunglasses, I raise my phone to my ear and pretend to be speaking into it as I subtly key open my mic.

“Does anybody have anything?” I ask.

“Negative,” Paige reports in.

“Nothing,” Kaminski says.

“Nothing out this way,” Mo reports.

“Copy,” I respond. “Keep your eyes peeled everybody. He’s got to be out here somewhere.”

From where I’m sitting, I’ve got a direct view of the bench under which we secured the envelope with the dummy papers. We didn’t have time to pull together a proper op. When we found the phone in the coffee can, the message from Giles had specified this location and that bench, but we had less than two hours to get this all set up. In a perfect world, I’d have snipers on the surrounding buildings, decoys dressed as civilians blanketing the park and all points of ingress and egress, and a tac team on standby. But this is hardly a perfect world. We have to work with what we have, and what we have is too few people and too little time.

So, needing warm bodies, I left Mann sitting on Griffith and pulled Mo into the op. Rick and Nina are watching all the PODs, running facial rec against the people coming into Promontory Point. Hopefully they get lucky and can give us a heads up when he arrives. It’s a loose net, but it’s the best plan I was able to cobble together in the time I had. Hopefully, it’s enough to catch Giles. If this doesn’t work and he makes us, the jig is most definitely up. He’ll know we have Heath, he’ll probably assume we’ve got Griffith, and he’ll more than likely get gone and stay gone.

“He’s late,” Astra’s voice comes through my earpiece.

“He’s cautious,” I respond. “He’ll be here.”

A pair of mothers pushing strollers walks by me, deep in conversation as their babies gurgle and coo. Off to my left, a group of toddlers are sitting in the grass with their nannies, and a cluster of out-of-towners walk the concrete path, heading for the tip of the peninsula to get a better look at Lake Michigan. It’s crowded in the park, and I’m not super thrilled about having these civilians all over the place. It gives Giles too many options if he makes us.

“Boss, I’ve got a possible entering the park from the west and moving toward your post,” Rick says. “Blue jacket, blue hat. I can’t make out the face, but the build is similar.”

“Copy you,” I say. “Kaminski, you got eyes on him?”

“Negat—wait—I think I have him. He’s moving toward you,” he replies.

“Is it Giles?”

“I can’t get a clear look,” he responds. “Stand by, I’m moving closer.”

“Be careful not to spook him,” Astra says.

My stomach is in knots, and my throat dries up as I wait. I try to look through the trees and around the people milling about to catch a glimpse of the man in the blue hat. My body grows tighter with every passing second as I wait for either Kaminski to confirm it’s Giles or to spot him through the crowd myself. I’m so tightly wound that when Kaminski’s voice comes through my earpiece, it’s so sudden and loud, I nearly jump out of my skin.

“Stand down,” he says. “It’s not him.”

“Damn,” Astra mutters.

I lean back against the bench and glance at my watch. He’s now fifteen minutes later than he told Heath he’d be by to pick up the package, and I’m starting to wonder—if not worry—that he’s already made us and bailed out. Another five minutes ticks agonizingly by, pulling that knot in my belly even tighter.

“What do you think?” Astra asks.

I search the faces of the people in the park again, desperate to find Giles among them. He’s nowhere to be seen. Tick-tick-tick… the seconds flash by as uncertainty grips me. If this doesn’t work, if we’re not able to find and arrest Giles, I have no idea what we’re going to do.

“Give him a little more time. He’ll be here,” I respond.

Honestly, though, I’m starting to worry that’s wishful thinking more than anything. I glance at the bench, suddenly paranoid that Giles had somehow slipped in, grabbed the pack, and slipped away again without being seen while I was distracted. Thankfully, a corner of the manila envelope peeks out from under the bench, proving my concerns unfounded.

“Boss, he’s in the park,” Nina says excitedly. “Black ball cap, black long-sleeved shirt. He’s heading straight down the walkway toward you. It’s him. It’s definitely him.”

I turn and look in the direction Nina said he’s coming from. Through all the other bodies that are clustered in the park, I see the black hat bobbing above the other heads. Giles is wearing dark sunglasses, blue jeans, and black boots. Not wanting him to see me, I casually turn away, the phone still pressed to my ear, and do my best to look like a woman enjoying the sunshine as I take time away from the office.

“Five seconds,” Nina says. “He’s almost right on top of you.”

“Copy you.”

When he passes by, I realize I’m holding my breath. I let it out slowly and try to relax as my hand drifts down toward the Glock on my hip beneath my jacket. Giles is about five feet away from me, halfway between where I’m sitting and the bench where the dummy papers are, when he stops. For a long moment, he stands stock still, just staring out at the water beyond the point of the peninsula that juts out into Lake Michigan.

“What’s he doing?” Astra whispers.

The hair on the back of my neck starts to stand on end, and I feel a nervous flutter in my gut. It’s a feeling like standing on the tracks with a train barreling down on you and not being able to do a thing about it. Something bad is about to go down. I can taste it in the air.

“Get ready,” I say.

Moving slowly, Giles turns around, as if some hit of familiarity had caused him to pause and look back. And when he turns and sees me sitting on the bench, even with sunglasses on, I can see the recognition dawn on his face. Time seems to freeze, and for the briefest of moments, Giles and I stare at each other like predator recognizing prey.

“We’re blown,” I say. “Everybody move in. Now, now, now!”

As Giles turns and bolts, I leap to my feet. Cries of shock and surprise ripple around the park as he sprints through the crowd, pushing people aside in his flight. Pulling my weapon from the holster, I give chase.

“Giles, stop!” I call out. “FBI! Stop!”

He doesn’t stop, of course, but seeing the weapon in my hand, people dive to get out of my way. He’s fast. He’s got a ten-yard lead on me and seems to be widening that gap. He takes a path that shoots off to the right, dashing among the wide trunks of the trees and around the tall, flowering bushes that fill the park.

“Kaminski, he’s headed in your direction,” I call into my mic. “Get ready.”

Turning where Giles had, I follow his route through the foliage. Up ahead of me, I see Kaminski take a shooter’s stance as he yells at Giles to stop. The convict grabs a twenty-something nanny and shoves her hard into the detective, sending them both sprawling backward in a tangle of limbs that ends up with them both on the ground.

“Dammit,” I growl.

“Mo, Paige, he’s going east,” I call. “Don’t let him get out of the park!”

“I see him,” Paige responds. “Moving to intercept.”

“He’s almost to the street,” Mo’s breathy voice comes through my earpiece.

“Don’t let him get there!” I call into my mic.

Ten yards has become twenty, and I’m falling even farther behind the sprinting man ahead of me. His longer legs are carrying him faster than I can go. Gritting my teeth, I lower my head and ignore the burning in my thighs as I push forward, doing my best to close the gap between us. He’s just too fast for me, though, and I know I’m not going to get to him in time. And if he gets to the street, he’s going to get away.

“Come on,” I growl.

My arms and legs pumping, I summon every ounce of energy in my body and run. From the corner of my eye, I see Paige and Mo closing in from the left, but I have no idea where Astra is. I glance up and see that I’m closing the gap with Giles, and that flush of excitement fuels my flight. I’m running faster than I ever thought I could. That excitement spikes when up ahead of me, I see Giles stumble then fall. His tumble allows me to close to within ten yards of him as Mo and Paige, still twenty or thirty yards off, continue to move in as well.

“Giles, stop!” I call.

But he’s on his feet in the blink of an eye again, and although he’s got a noticeable limp, his desperation to escape pushes him on, and he’s able to get out of the park proper and onto the street. Just beyond the waist-high brick wall, Giles pulls his weapon from the belt at the small of his back and squeezes off a pair of shots. Screams in the park ring out as terrified people dive for cover. Determined to catch him, I push on and get to the street in time to see him step off the curb. The screech of tires fills the air as a red Audi Q4 comes to a squealing stop. A low groan bursts from my mouth as I realize what’s about to happen.

“Giles, don’t move!” I shout.

It’s already too late, though, as I train my weapon on him. Not that I have a shot. There are way too many civilians in the way to get a clear shot at him. As Mo and Paige finally catch up to me, their breathing labored and ragged, all we can do is watch as Giles, with his gun leveled at the woman behind the wheel, yanks the driver’s side door open. He forces her into the passenger seat, then just before he slides behind the wheel, he looks at me long and hard, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. Giles jumps into the car, then takes off in a cloud of smoke and shrieking rubber.

“Dammit,” I shout, feeling absolutely impotent.

A black Chevy Tahoe squeals to a stop in front of me, and the passenger side door flies open, revealing Astra behind the wheel.

“Get in,” she shouts. “Let’s go!”

I turn to Mo and Paige. “Go check on Kaminski. Make sure he’s okay!”

As they sprint away, I jump into the Tahoe and slam the door and am immediately thrown back against my seat as Astra rockets away from the curb.

The chase is on.
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Route 41 Southbound; Chicago, IL

“We’re traveling south on Route Forty-one, just past Burnham Park,” I shout into my phone. “Suspect Paul Giles is in a red Audi Q4, license plate number David George Seven Two Four Four Eight. We need patrol cars and a containment net on the road ahead of us. Airship support would be nice. Be informed, suspect has a hostage in the car with him.”

“Copy that,” the dispatcher replies. “Airship and patrol cars en route to your location.”

I disconnect the call, then grab the door handle and stifle a squeak as Astra weaves in and out of traffic on the road, narrowly missing the rear bumper of a Honda in front of us. The Audi is about thirty yards ahead of us cutting wildly around the slower moving vehicles.

“He’s going to get somebody killed,” I say. “Or you are.”

She looks at me with a disturbingly mischievous gleam in her eye. “I’ve always wanted to be involved in a high-speed chase.”

“Oh, dear God,” I groan.

“Relax, I took some defensive driving and speed pursuit courses at the Academy.”

“Do you even know how many years ago that was?”

She shrugs. “It’s like riding a bike.”

“We’re so going to die.”

The engine roars as Astra mashes her foot down on the accelerator, swerving around the cars that remain in our way despite the red and blue flashers going. Astra bangs her fist on the steering wheel.

“Get out of the way, morons!”

She manages to get within ten yards of the Audi but almost loses him when Giles cuts across three lanes of traffic, nearly taking out two other cars on his way to the exit. She corrects and manages to stay just behind him as we get off the highway and onto the surface streets. Cutting through the streets in town is the last place I want us to be. There’s nothing I can do about it now, though, so I grab my phone and call Chicago PDs dispatch again.

“Exiting Route Forty-one onto East Eighty-ninth Street. Traveling westbound,” I update the dispatcher. “How are we doing on those patrol units and airship?”

“En route. They should be to you soon.”

“Hurry up,” I call. “And you might want to have EMS on standby. The way this guy is driving, somebody is going to get hurt.”

“Roger that, Agent Wilder.”

Turning left and right, cutting up one street then down the other, Giles is doing everything he can to lose us. Astra is good behind the wheel and stays with him. She’s taking ten years off my life, but she’s staying with him. In the rearview mirror, I see the patrol cars finally catch up with us. Unfortunately for us, because we’re traveling the labyrinthine streets of Chicago rather than a north-south artery like Forty-one, there’s no way we can get ahead of him to lay out a spike strip or some other roadblock to slow him down.

For the moment, we’re in a section of the city that’s full of abandoned and derelict buildings. We fly past warehouses and factory sites that are decaying and crumbling, and houses that stand boarded up and vacant. That luck isn’t going to hold forever though. It’s only a matter of time before Giles gets into a more populated section of Chicago. And when he does, he’s going to be putting a lot of lives at risk in his effort to get away from us. It’s imperative we stop him before he gets there.

“How are we going to stop this guy?” Astra asks.

“You’re driving. I thought you had a plan.”

“I’m driving, which means you’re in charge of the plan.”

“Since when is that a thing?”

“Since now.”

She takes a sudden and sharp left, throwing me against my door before I have a chance to brace myself. The turn is so radical, it feels like wheels are coming off the ground, giving me a feeling in my stomach I usually only get on elevators and roller coasters. But she manages to keep us upright and on Giles’s tail.

“I could try a PIT maneuver,” Astra says.

“Too risky. You might hurt the woman he’s got in that car.”

I grab my phone as an idea strikes me and call Nina, then put it on speaker.

“We’re watching your car pursuit on the news,” she answers the call.

“That’s awesome. The news choppers are over us before the police ones,” Astra complains. “How in the hell does that happen?”

Ignoring her, I focus on the call. “I need you to get the name and phone number of the carjacked woman, and I need it quick.”

“Just give me the plate.”

I give her the license plate number of the car and wait for a moment, listening to the clack-clack-clack of her keyboard as she works.

“The car is registered to a Denise Pulaski,” Nina says then gives me her phone number.

“Great work. Thanks.”

I disconnect the call before she can respond, then immediately dial the number she gave me. Opening a line of communication with Giles might be the only way to bring this dangerous situation to an end. The line rings once, then twice, and I’m concerned it’s going to go unanswered, but on the third ring, the call is picked up, and I can tell by the sound that it’s on speaker.

“Y—yes?”

“Is this Denise Pulaski?”

“Y—yes, this is Denise.”

Her voice is shaky, and she’s sniffling. It’s obvious she’s crying and in absolute terror.

“Denise, is he listening?” I ask.

“Who is this?” His voice is gruff and strained, tight with tension.

“Paul, this is Unit Chief Blake Wilder with the FBI—”

“I’m not going back to prison.”

“We’re putting a lot of people in danger, Paul. Why don’t we talk about this—”

“I assume you have my kid?” he cuts me off.

Perhaps distracted by the call, Giles nearly sideswipes a car on the road ahead of us. Denise screams and starts to cry again.

“I said shut up! Stop crying!” he roars.

She’s doing her best to comply, but I can still hear her whimpering as she tries to stifle her tears. I see her turn around and look at us through the back window of her car. Even from this distance, it’s impossible to not see the terror on her face. There are at least eight CPD patrol cars behind our SUV, all of us traveling at a high rate of speed. I still don’t see the chopper though.

“My kid,” Giles presses. “You have him?”

“We picked him up, yes.”

“You got Ally too?”

“She’s not currently in our custody,” I tell him.

“Well, you turn my boy loose then.”

“We can certainly talk about it,” I tell him. “But first, you’re going to need to stop the car and talk to me—”

“I said turn him loose. He didn’t do anything,” he growls.

“Mr. Giles, we can talk about all of this, but first we need to stop this pursuit—”

“Then stop the pursuit. I ain’t stopping.”

“You’re putting lives at risk.”

“Uh-uh. You’re chasin’ me. You’re the ones putting lives at risk.”

Giles curses as he swerves to miss a kid on a bike, narrowly missing him. The kid panics and throws himself off his bike. He’s sitting on the ground, his face pale with terror as we blow by him. Astra looks over at me, her eyes wide, and I mute the line.

“This is getting dangerous, Blake.”

“I know,” I say, then unmute the line. “Mr. Giles, this needs to end.”

“Then back off,” he says. “And tell all those cops behind us to back off too. Stop chasing me, and this will all end.”

“You know we can’t just let you walk away,” I tell him. “You murdered four people since you broke out of prison—”

“Then one more ain’t going to matter too much, is it?”

“Mr. Giles—”

“You all back the hell off, or I’m going to put a round in this chick’s face.”

Denise squeaks in fear, and she looks back at us again, silently pleading with us to save her. As if to emphasize his point, we watch through the back window as Giles raises his gun and presses it against the side of her head.

“Oh my God, oh my God, please don’t let him kill me,” she pleads through her tears.

“Back off, or I pull the trigger right now, and we all go down in a blaze of glory,” he says.

“Mr. Giles—”

“I got nothing to lose, lady. Back the hell off, or I’m going to paint the inside of this car with Denise’s brains. You hear me?”

Deep down, I know this isn’t a bluff. Giles doesn’t make idle threats. If we don’t back off, he’s going to kill the woman.

“I said, do you hear me?” he shouts.

“If we back off, will you let her go?” I ask.

“I’ll let her go when I’m safely away from here,” he responds.

“How do we know you’ll let her go?”

“You don’t. I’m a lot of things, but I’m no liar. I do what I say. You can either trust that, or you can keep pushing me and see what happens,” he growls.

I mute the line and turn to Astra. “He’s going to kill her if we don’t back off. But I don’t know if we can trust that he’ll let her go.”

“If we let him go, we may not get another shot at him,” she replies. “And who knows how many more people he’s going to kill if we let him walk.”

“I’m not screwin’ around!” he shouts over the line. “Back off, or I’ll shoot her in the face right now!”

Denise screams, and Giles curses as a car pulls out in front of them. He swerves but clips the car, sending a shower of sparks and shards of glass flying. He manages to keep the car on the road without spinning but shouts at the terrified woman again, and through the back window, I watch as he pistol-whips her. She cries out and clutches her wounded head, her whimpering filling the line.

“Back off, lady!” he screams at me. “Back off or she dies! Last chance!”

“Stand down,” I finally say, then open the mic to communicate with the patrol cars. “Everybody, stand down.”

“Good girl,” he says, and the line goes dead.

As Astra slows the SUV, the CPD patrol cars slow down, then stop behind us. And all I can do is watch the red Audi streak away from us, the image of Denise’s terrified face etched into my mind. I have no idea if he’s going to let her go. But I do know if we hadn’t backed off, we were going to be forced to watch him murder her. We had no choice. All we can do now is hope he lets her go and hope we get another shot at him.

“Dammit!” I shout as I pound the dashboard.
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US Marshals Field Office, Conference Room 134; Chicago, IL

I pace the room, every muscle in my body tighter than a piano wire, angrier than I can ever remember being. Back and forth, back and forth, I can’t banish the image of Denise Pulaski’s terrified face from my mind. It’s been hours since we had to break off pursuit, and every minute has been an exercise in absolute misery.

“This isn’t your fault, Blake,” Astra says. “There isn’t anything we could have done.”

“I agree,” Paige says. “It was an impossible position.”

“If you hadn’t backed off, he would have killed her. You did the right thing,” Mo adds.

They’re trying to help ease the burden of guilt that’s pressing down on me, but the last thing I need right now are pats on the back or platitudes. What I need right now is an action plan. What I need right now is a way to get Denise Pulaski home safely and to get Paul Giles back in our crosshairs. I just can’t accept the fact that he’s gone for good. That we failed.

No. That I failed.

“Rick, what about Denise’s phone?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Still shut off, so I can’t get a fix on it. The last ping was off a tower near where you had to terminate the pursuit.”

“The car?” I ask.

“Thanks to your techs tracking the car’s GPS device, patrol found the car in a parking structure a few miles away,” Kaminski answers. “Pulaski wasn’t there. He obviously took her with him. And there was a little blood on the passenger’s seat. It’s not much though. It’s likely from when he pistol-whipped her.”

Gritting my teeth, I ball my hands into fists and continue wearing a track into the carpet.

“Believe it or not, that’s good news,” Astra says.

“How do you figure?”

“It means she’s alive.”

“CPD hasn’t found her body, so it stands to reason she’s alive,” Kaminski says.

“The fact that he took her and is keeping her alive suggests that he might be looking to cut a deal with us. Her life for whatever he wants,” Paige offers.

“I agree with the kid. If Giles has Pulaski, he’s got leverage and will probably be looking to make some sort of a deal,” Mo says.

Mann steps into the conference room. “She’s not real happy about it, but Griffith is in a holding cell. She lawyered up, though, and won’t talk to us.”

“That’s fine. She’s got nothing useful to offer anyway,” I mutter.

As I continue to pace, I let their words rattle around in my head. They’re probably right. The fact that he’s keeping Pulaski alive means he wants something and will probably be looking to make a deal with us. That means we may still get another bite at that apple. It should be heartening, but I don’t particularly care for having to rely on mights and maybes. And I don’t like the idea of possibly having to make a deal with a monster to save the life of an innocent woman.

“No sightings?” I ask.

Kaminski shakes his head. “There’s a BOLO out, and patrols have been increased, but so far, nothing. No reports of stolen cars, carjackings… it’s like he vanished into thin air.”

“How can a man dragging a captive, bleeding woman just vanish?” I grumble.

“This is Chicago,” Kaminski says. “People have elevated seeing nothing into an art form.”

The frustration bubbling and churning in my gut, I pace the room, trying to clear my mind. I need my head on straight now more than ever.

“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

“Assuming you guys are right about him wanting to cut a deal for Pulaski, and I have no reason to think you’re wrong, I’m thinking that we need to anticipate what Giles is going to want. If we can figure that out, we stand a better chance of turning this against him,” I tell them.

“Okay, good. Let’s start there,” Astra says.

“He’s going to want his papers. That seems to be a given,” Paige offers.

“He’s going to want Griffith and her papers, too, I’d bet,” Mann says.

“But he’s got to know that’s not a realistic demand,” Mo counters.

“I don’t think he cares what’s realistic or not at this point,” Mann responds.

Mo nods. “That’s probably fair. But he’s got to know those papers are going to be burned. We’ve seen them, so it’s not like he can use that identity.”

“You know how slow bureaucracy works,” I say. “Even if we put out an alert burning that identity now, by the time all the agencies flag it, Giles may have already slipped across the border into Canada or Mexico. He can get new papers wherever he lands. All he needs is a head start.”

“Honestly, I think he’s going to leave Griffith to hang and ask for his kid in a one-on-one swap—Pulaski for the kid,” Kaminski says.

“What makes you say that?” Astra asks.

“What Blake was saying about his relationship with his kid being the most important thing to him,” he tells her.

“Actually, you said that,” I reply. “I just appropriated it.”

“Well, appropriated or not, I think you’re right. I read all the texts on the phone, and I think he really does want that relationship as much as the kid does,” Kaminski says.

“You don’t think he was just being slick and trying to get what he wanted?” Mo asks.

He shakes his head. “Nah. I think it’s genuine. Believe it or not, it read sincere to me. I think Giles really wants to be part of his kid’s life. Romantic relationships are replaceable—it’s why I think he’s fine leaving Griffith holding the bag. But he’s only got one kid. I’m not a shrink like you, but for whatever reason, I think being in prison this last time changed something in him. Even though he perhaps wanted to be with Griffith, and that it was possible she was a motivating factor in him breaking out, I think the kid and trying to build that relationship was a bigger source of motivation for him. Something gave him hope they could be a family and sparked that desire.”

I nod along as he speaks because I agree with him. Skepticism paints the faces of some of the others, and I can’t blame them for that. Giles is a murderer, but he’s also a con man. It’s easy to think he was just using Heath to get what he wanted. But all along, I’ve thought his relationship with his son was important to him and something he desperately wanted. Why that is, I don’t know yet. I’d have to sit down with Giles and talk to him if I wanted to figure that out. But the truth is, he may not even know himself.

That’s why I agree with Kaminski that he might be willing to offer Pulaski straight up for Heath. Oh, he might try to get us to toss Griffith into the pot too. I think he’d be willing to sacrifice her for his son though.

“Okay, we’re going to have to go to work on Heath,” I say. “We’re going to need to drive a wedge between them.”

“That’s not going to be easy,” Astra responds.

“No, it’s not. But we need to find a way to break that spell and show Heath exactly who and what his father is,” I say. “Mann, can you go grab him from the holding cell?”

“On it.”

Mann jumps up to fetch Heath, and while she’s gone, I take the time to gather my thoughts and try to figure out how we’re going to go at him. He’s loyal to his father. It’s not going to be easy to turn him. It might not be possible at all. But we have to try.

“Chief Wilder,” Mann says as she walks Heath into the conference room.

His head is down, his shoulders slumped, his hands cuffed in front of him. He shuffles in with a strange, lost look on his face. Mann sits him in one of the chairs at the table, then takes a couple of steps back, standing at the ready. I don’t think she needs to worry about him going crazy and attacking us though. He’s scared. He looks almost defeated. It’s as if the time he’s spent alone in a cell, perhaps contemplating his future, has left a lasting impression on him.

Other than the low hum of the air conditioner and the computers, the room around us is silent, making the rattle of Heath’s cuffs impossibly loud. He clasps his hands on the tabletop in front of him, his gaze down, refusing to meet our eyes.

“Heath—”

“I should have my lawyer here,” he says sullenly.

“Do you want your lawyer?”

“Do I need him?”

“That’s your choice, but we’re just here to have a conversation,” I tell him. “If you’re more comfortable having your lawyer present, though, just say the word, and we’ll get him in here.”

“To be honest with you, we have a problem and think you can help,” Astra says.

He scoffs. “You need my help?”

“We do.”

“That’s rich.”

“That’s where we are,” I say.

“I’m not going to help you put my father back in prison.”

“Even if that means going to prison for a very long time yourself?” Astra asks.

“Heath, your father has kidnapped a woman—an innocent woman,” I tell him.

“That’s a lie.”

I give Nina a nod, and she quickly pulls up Denise Pulaski’s DMV photo and puts it on the screen. Heath slowly raises his gaze and looks at the picture.

“She’s a wife and a mother of two,” I tell him. “She’s a schoolteacher. Volunteers at a local homeless shelter. She’s a good person.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because this is who your father kidnapped. And we believe he’s going to use her life to try to leverage something out of us,” I say.

“We believe he’s going to want to trade her life for you,” Astra tells him.

He shrugs. “Then why don’t you make the trade? If it saves her life—”

“Because we can’t let him walk away, Heath,” I tell him. “He’s responsible for the deaths of four people—he murdered two with his own hand. But I think you know that already. I think you know he killed Christopher Vincent and his half-brother Morris Hester. I believe you were with him when he disposed of their bodies behind The Dot.”

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

His voice trails off, unable to finish that sentence, and it seems clear even he doesn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth. A grim expression flickers across his face, and he looks away but says nothing. He can’t hide how troubled he is. It tells me I was right. He was driving the van. He knows his father murdered those two men, and his face pales as if the memory of what he saw that night is making him nauseous. He swallows it down and lets out a long, shaky breath.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“I’m fine.”

“Were you present when your father killed them?” I ask gently.

He’s silent for a long moment, his body tense, his expression as conflicted as it is tormented. The faint traces of bravado he had the first time we spoke are slowly melting away, revealing the scared young man underneath. He’s back on his heels a bit, so I lean in.

“Did you help him kill them, Heath?” I ask.

“No!” he gasps. “I didn’t… I wouldn’t.”

“So, you just helped him get rid of the bodies.”

He looks around the room uneasily, then wilts beneath the gazes of everybody at the table staring back at him. I can tell that what he’s seen and what he’s been a part of, is eating him up. He’s been so caught up in the desperate desire of a little boy who longed for a relationship with his father that he was able to overlook everything and explain it all away somehow. But now, it seems that reality has started to settle down over him, and he’s seeing things a little more clearly. He seems to be recognizing that his father is a monster but is still grappling with it.

“Heath, were you with your father when he murdered those two men?” I press, though gently. “Did you see it happen?”

Tears spill from the corners of his eyes, and his cuffs clank and rattle as he raises his hands to wipe them away. His face twists in agony, the memory tormenting him. But in that torment and agony, I see the dam of resolve inside him begin to crumble and all the emotion it’s been holding back start to seep through the breeches.

“I couldn’t stop it,” he whispers. “I tried, but I couldn’t… he wouldn’t listen to me.”

“And the convenience store robbery?” Astra asks.

He sniffs loudly and wipes his eyes again. “I… I just drove the van. Both times. He made me drive. He… he scared me. I was afraid of what he might do if I said no…”

The dark glimmer in his eyes tells me he’s slowly coming to grips with the monster his father truly is. And it’s equally clear it’s causing him no small amount of pain. Heath seems to know he’s never going to have the kind of relationship with his father that he’s longed for his whole life. That his father can’t be redeemed. As he sits there, we watch his heart shattering like a crystal vase as his boyish notions of fatherly love burn down around him.

“Your father has done and will continue to do horrible, monstrous things if we don’t find him, Heath. And I know you know that. You’ve seen it with your own eyes,” I tell him. “Help us stop him and put an end to all this.”

The shrill bleating of my phone fractures the silence of the room. I pick it up and feel my pulse begin to race.

“It’s Denise Pulaski’s number. It’s Giles,” I say.

“I’m tracing the location,” Nina says.

I turn to Heath. “You have a decision to make. You can continue covering for your father and excusing away the horrible things he’s done—and continues to do. Or you can do the right thing. You can help us. Do it for yourself, Heath. Help yourself right now.”

His eyes shimmer with tears as his face turns a deep shade of scarlet. He’s torn. The conflict on his face more than clear, it’s like I can see him being physically tugged in opposite directions. But I hold his gaze, silently imploring him to make the right choice.

“What’s it going to be?” I ask.

Heath’s gaze slides off mine and drops to the floor as the tears race down his face.
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The Grange Hall Outdoor Mall, Mt. Greenwood; Chicago, IL

“This guy is far too clever,” Astra says.

“You didn’t expect him to make this easy on us, did you?” I respond.

Originally a Dutch farming village, the Mt. Greenwood neighborhood has gone through several incarnations since it became part of the city proper back in the 1920s. It’s survived crushing poverty, racial strife, and suffocating unemployment. Relatively recent gentrification efforts, though, have turned it into a home for many of the city’s first responders as well as a shopping destination. It’s not as upscale as the Magnificent Mile or the shops in Chicago’s Loop and Gold Coast areas, but it’s far more accessible to the common man.

The Grange Hall Outdoor Mall is fairly large and has a lot of foot and vehicle traffic. It’s crowded. And with a variety of stores ranging from clothing stores to sports memorabilia shops to jewelry boutiques, not to mention a bustling food court, it’s a popular destination. There are groups of kids, teenagers, as well as adults milling about. It’s the perfect place for what Giles has planned. And by giving us less than an hour to get here from the time he called, he kept us from putting together a functional operation. Again.

Yeah, he’s entirely too clever. Dammit.

“You okay?” I ask as I cinch my vest tighter.

Heath nods, but his face is as taut as his body. Sweat beads on his brow, and the back of his T-shirt is already soaked through. Nervous is probably an understatement. Outright terrified would probably be a better, more accurate description of the kid.

“Relax,” Astra says. “Everything is going to be fine.”

“You can’t know that,” he says.

“I know our record and our abilities,” she replies. “This team is the best there is. You couldn’t possibly be in better hands.”

“I guess we’ll see.”

His hands cuffed at his waist, Heath stands between us on the top floor of the parking structure. It’s a smart place to do the exchange. From Giles’s perspective, there’s enough traffic coming and going to keep us from getting cute. Not to mention there aren’t enough high points around us for snipers to get a sight line. Not that we had time to get a sniper team in place, even if there had been a perch for one. This spot is private enough to make the swap, but with people walking to and from their cars, it’s public enough to discourage us from taking a shot at him. The man knows what he’s doing. But then, having been in and out of the system practically his entire life, I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising.

There are a thousand ways this could go sideways in a hurry. And not having had a chance to scout and plan in advance, there is no way for us to mitigate any one of them. Giles is holding every card and has every advantage in his screwed-up scenario. And yet, this is going to be our last shot at nabbing him, so we’ve got no choice but to play this out. I hate it, but we’re up against a wall. If Giles gets away from us this time, he will vanish and be out there in the wilds again. And if that happens, if he slips through our fingers again, who knows how many more people he’s going to hurt or kill before somebody gets him.

I key open my mic. “Does anybody have eyes on Giles?”

“Negative,” Mo reports. “All clear at the west entrance.”

“Ditto that on the east side,” Paige says.

“North entrance is clear,” Mann reports.

“It’s getting stuffy in here. The least you could have done was crack a window for me,” Kaminski complains. “I swear to God, the next time I find a dog locked in a car like this, I’m going to beat the owner to death.”

Astra and I glance at the SUV parked a few spots away, then exchange a grin with each other. Kaminski is hidden behind the smoked glass windows of our vehicle. We can’t see him from where we are, which means that Giles won’t be able to see him either, which is the point. Secreted inside our SUV with a long gun, Kaminski is our only backup. And for the moment, he’s hidden, which gives us the element of surprise. If Giles insists on disarming us before we make the exchange to keep us from getting squirrely, at least we have that ace in the hole.

It ain’t much, but it’s all we have.

“Boss, I’ve got a black van on PODs entering the structure from the south side,” Nina reports. “It looks like the same van Giles has been using.”

My stomach clenches, and adrenaline bubbles in my veins. This is it. A blue Corolla station wagon pulls out of a slot and heads down the ramp as a pair of teen girls emerge from the staircase on the other side of the level. I try to silently will them to get the hell out of here, but they stop at their car and make a phone call as they giggle and talk.

“Paige, I need you on the top level,” I say into my mic. “I need you to discreetly get a pair of teenage girls out of here. West staircase. They’re standing beside a green Jetta.”

“Copy you,” she replies. “On my way.”

The low rumble of an engine echoes up to us, and a couple of moments later, the black van rounds the corner and glides up the ramp. The sun glints off the windshield, preventing us from seeing the man behind the wheel, but every alarm bell inside me is clanging wildly, telling me we’re about to be face to face with Paul Giles. Heath’s body tenses, and he draws in a sharp breath. As I listen to his teeth clacking together because he’s trembling so hard, all I can think is that his father did a real number on him. Why would he be so loyal to a man who evokes such fear in him? Why would he be so desperate to have a relationship with him?

As the van slows to a crawl, I see Paige emerge from the stairwell. She rushes to the two teen girls and quickly whisks them away. If Giles had been looking in his rearview mirror, he might have seen it, but I’m certain his attention is fixed on his son. And us. The van slows, then stops with a soft squeal of the breaks; the engine shuts off, filling the air with the tick and click of the cooling motor, which seems to add to the tension.

We stand there like that in a silent showdown for several long moments before the driver’s door finally opens and Giles slides out. The sunlight gleams off his bald pate, and his icy blue eyes, narrowed against the sun, radiate malevolence. Standing about ten yards before us, Giles quickly scans the area, searching for hidden threats, and I hold my breath when his eyes slide over our SUV, but he doesn’t stop or focus on it, telling me Kaminski’s cover is intact. His inspection done, he turns to us, a sneer on his lips.

“We’re here,” I say. “We brought your son—”

“I told you to bring Heath and Ally,” he growls.

“It’s a one for one trade. This isn’t negotiable,” I say coldly.

“Where’s Denise Pulaski?” Astra says.

Giles frowns but doesn’t push us. Just as I thought, he views Griffith as expendable. I’m sure she’s going to love to hear that. What he wants is his son. Heath shudders and swallows hard. His eyes are wide, and he’s shaking even harder than before.

“Hold it together,” I whisper.

This situation sucks in every conceivable way, and Giles has put us in a pickle. But the thing that worries me the most is standing right next to me. Heath Giles is the ultimate wild card in this scenario. Although I think we’ve gotten through to him and helped open his eyes to see his father for what he really is, I honestly have no idea what he’s going to do. I don’t get the sense he’s playing us, but the truth is, I have no idea if he is. He could blow this entire op by giving in to that innate, human desire to have a relationship with his father. By letting it wash away the terrible things Giles has done and finding a hundred different ways to excuse them. The way things have gone on this case, it honestly wouldn’t shock me.

“Are we going to do this?” I ask.

“Come on over here, Son,” Giles says.

I put a hand on Heath’s shoulder. “Not yet. Not until we see that Denise Pulaski is alive and unharmed. That’s the deal.”

That’s the deal we made with him, but that’s not how this is going to go down. We’re going to make the exchange, but Paul Giles is not going to get out of this parking structure. Mo, Paige, and Mann are on the lower levels, diverting traffic away from the structure now that Giles is inside. Deputy Chief Newell has provided half a dozen of his marshals who are hidden among the cars downstairs. They will assist with the takedown once we have Denise Pulaski in hand. And just in case Giles is somehow able to escape the parking structure, CPD provided us with four patrol cars who are in position to stop him on the street.

The other half of the equation involves using Heath Giles as bait. I don’t like it. Not in the least. It’s possible Heath tries to shaft us. But it’s just as possible that Giles, seeing the walls closing in on him, puts a bullet in his son. I don’t want to think Giles would hurt his son, not when he’s gone out of his way to reunite with him. But when he’s backed into a corner, I have no idea how he’s going to react. He might decide to take his son with him. It’s why the takedown has to be fast and precise. We can’t give Giles a chance to react.

But that’s it. That’s the plan. It’s not the most well-thought-out plan ever. If it all goes off without a hitch, that’s great. That’s a big W for us. I know, though, it’s a plan that’s fraught with peril and plenty of opportunities for this to all go off the rails. Worse, it’s got plenty of chances for an innocent like Pulaski and a kid like Heath to get hurt. Or worse. But we did the best with what we had to work with in the limited time frame we were given.

“You told us you wanted to make the trade,” Astra says. “Where is Ms. Pulaski?”

Giles glowers at us, his face radiating his pure hatred. Sweat trickles down my back, and my heart beats an unsteady rhythm in my chest as I keep a close eye on his hands, waiting for him to make a move for the gun I’m sure is tucked away at the small of his back. As my free hand edges closer to my weapon, that feeling of being a gunfighter in the old West consumes me again. But then Giles nods and seems to mutter to himself before turning and walking to the sliding door on the side of the van. He pulls it open, then reaches in and yanks the woman out.

“I told you,” he calls. “I’m a man of my word. She’s alive and unhurt.”

Pulaski is pale and looks emotionally spent. There’s an ugly dark purple bruise on her cheek from where Giles pistol-whipped her, and dried blood is crusted around her left nostril. Her hands are bound in front of her, and her eyes are red and puffy. She looks like she hasn’t stopped crying since she was taken. Giles’s hand is on her shoulder, and her head is down. Even from here, I can see how hard she’s trembling, and the fear on her face is heartbreaking.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I say. “But you should know that this isn’t over, Giles. We will not stop coming for you.”

A slow, malicious grin curls the corners of his mouth. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Now, send my boy over here.”

“On the count of three, they’ll both start walking at the same time,” I respond.

“Fine.”

“One,” I say.

Heath looks like he might be sick, but he’s holding it together. Barely.

“Two.”

Pulaski looks about as sick with fear as Heath does, but when she looks up at me, I see a glimmer of hope in her eyes. She’s hopeful this is almost all over and that she’ll get out of this alive. Get to go home to her family.

“Three,” I say and give Heath a gentle shove to get him moving forward.

As Heath and Pulaski approach each other, hands bound, heads down, it makes some think of the old spy swaps our government used to engage in with other countries. All that’s needed to complete the scene is a cobblestone bridge, a dark, moonless night, and some trench coats and fedoras. When Pulaski and Heath pass each other, they share a brief look, but then the woman sprints the rest of the way. Astra grabs her by the shoulders and pulls her back behind the SUV.

Giles stares at me stone-faced. He’s an imposing figure—I have to give him that. I’ve sat with some of the worst monsters around, but there’s something different about Giles… a coldness and a sense of evil that’s uncomfortable. Even for me.

“Come on, Son. Let’s go,” Giles says.

Rather than continue on to his father, though, Heath stops. He looks over his shoulder at me, his face etched with fear. Giles’s face darkens, and his eyes narrow to slits.

“Heath, let’s go,” he demands.

He turns to his father and shakes his head. “Dad… I… I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t?”

“You killed those men. You hurt that woman—”

“That woman is fine. You saw for yourself,” he growls. “You’re going to let these pigs poison your mind? Against me?”

“Dad, I—”

“You’re my son. I did all this for you, Heath. To be with you!”

I key open my mic and speak quietly. “Kaminski, do you have a shot?”

“Negative,” he says. “The kid is in my way. I can’t get a line.”

“Astra?”

“Negative,” she responds. “I have no shot.”

“Let’s go, Heath.”

“Dad, I have a life here. I… I can’t.”

“They’re going to throw you in prison. Is that what you want?”

“Dad, you’ve hurt people. I can’t… I can’t be part of that.”

“They’re going to lock you up!” Giles screams.

“If they do, they do. But I can’t live my life on the run. I can’t be part of murdering innocent people or any of the other—”

“Idiot, boy! I’ve done all this for you! For you!”

Giles’s face is purple, and he’s apoplectic. This is obviously not going the way he thought it would go. Frankly, this isn’t playing out the way I thought it would either. This isn’t the plan. Heath was supposed to go with Giles until my team downstairs crashed the van. What he’s doing now, antagonizing his father like this, is making the situation ten times more dangerous.

“Everybody stand by,” I whisper into my mic. “We’ve got a situation. Get ready to crash.”

“Last chance, boy,” Giles says. “Come with me now. Let’s go live the life we talked about.”

Heath takes a step forward then stops. He’s conflicted. Terrified. And yet, there’s still part of him that wants that relationship with his father… that desperately needs his father’s approval. Seeing the hesitation, though—seeing he doesn’t have the iron grip of control over his son he thought he had—enrages Giles. When I see what’s about to happen, my eyes widen, and my gut twists with fear.

“Heath, get down!” I scream.

Instead of getting down, though, he turns to me, fear and grief on his face. Behind him I see Giles reaching for his weapon. With one hand, I wave wildly for Heath to get down while with the other, I pull my own weapon. But Giles is faster, and the shot from his weapon booms like thunder. Heath’s body jerks, and he’s thrown backward by the force of the slug that hits him as a thick cloud of blood sprays into the air. He hits the ground and goes limp, the front of his shirt covered in a spreading crimson stain.

I squeeze off a pair of shots. The first one slams into his van, but the second shot grazes Giles, and he spins around, dropping to a knee before quickly bouncing back up. Blood is pouring down his arm as he raises his weapon and starts shooting. I dive for cover and hear the rounds tearing into the cars behind me. Gunfire erupts as Astra and Kaminski open up. Giles turns and flees, running down the ramp for all he’s worth.

I get to my feet and key my mic as I give chase. “Everybody close in. Giles is on foot, coming down the main ramp. He’s armed. Be careful.”

I lose sight of him as he rounds a corner, but the crackle of gunfire and shouting voices tells me the rest of the team is on the way up. Giles comes back around the corner, and I notice another bullet wound in his shoulder. He’s sweating, and his face is pale and etched with pain. Taking a firm stance, I raise my weapon, taking aim at his face.

“Drop your weapon, Giles,” I say.

He looks over his shoulder and sees Mo, Paige, and Mann closing in, their weapons trained on him, then turns back to me. He shakes his head, but his weapon hits the deck with a clatter.

“Kick it away,” I say.

He does, then gets on his knees without prompting and puts his hands behind his head, interlocking his fingers for me. Giles knows the procedure well. I keep my weapon on him as Mo puts the cuffs on him. Together, Paige and Mann haul him to his feet. As I holster my weapon, my eyes fall on Heath, still lying where he’d fallen. Astra is kneeling beside him and talking rapidly into her cell phone.

The sound of sirens fills the air and grow louder as they draw closer. The cavalry is on the way. I turn back to Giles, my face twisted with disgust. He looks back at me with a dark amusement glittering in his eyes and curling his lips.

“You shot your son,” I say. “Why would you shoot your own son?”

“Because you poisoned him. Turned him against me.”

“I didn’t turn him against you. You did that yourself.”

“We had a plan, Heath and I. We were going to Mexico,” he says. “We were going to finally be a father and son. But then you turned him against me.”

“No. I didn’t have to do that,” I respond. “Unlike you, Heath has a good heart. He’s a good person. And he realized what a monster you are.”

“Well, I had no use for him,” he says.

“You really are a monster.”

He shrugs. “If you say so.”

“Get him out of here,” I say. “He’s making me sick.”

As Paige and Mann walk Giles to the waiting marshals, I turn and walk over to where Astra and Kaminski are kneeling beside Heath. Their faces are grim. His shirt is soaked through with blood, and his face is deathly pale. But his eyes flutter, then open, and he looks at me, albeit in a slightly unfocused way.

“Did you get him?” he asks, his voice weak and raspy.

“Yeah, Heath. We got him.”

He grimaces in pain as he nods. “Good. That’s really good.”

His voice fades and his eyes close. Astra and Kaminski both look up at me, her face twisted with concern as the ambulance turns the corner and races toward us.
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Northwestern Memorial Hospital; Chicago, IL

The aftermath of our op, though successful in putting Giles behind bars again, left a lot of questions that had to be answered. Turns out, there are a lot of folks who don’t like the way we used Heath Giles as bait. And even more are upset that we got him shot. I get it. But like I told everybody who came at me, we had no other choice. By doing what we did—the way we did—we saved an innocent woman’s life. I kind of feel like that’s getting lost in the shuffle here.

There are too many people worried about exposure and liability and scrambling to cover their own butts for my liking. It’s all about optics, and some people are worried about how it looks that we put Heath Giles in harm’s way. It was dicey and a calculated risk, but we made a decision, we ran a game, and we won. And because we did, there is an innocent woman back with her family, unharmed—though, perhaps a little traumatized—and a bad guy back in a cage for the rest of his life, right where he belongs.

I don’t know how this is all going to shake out, but I don’t honestly expect any blowback. The spin doctors are busy working their magic. But after a couple days of debriefing with CPD, the Marshals office, and the local FBI office, questioning Allison Griffith, interrogating Paul Giles, and wrapping things up, it’s about time for us to get on the road and go home. Frankly, I’m ready for it. I want a hot bath, a glass of scotch, and some jazz music. Before we leave, though, I have one more thing I want to do.

Getting off the elevator, I step into the lobby of the secure ward. Four armed officers are posted around the lobby, all of them large and intimidating. I step to the nurse’s station and badge the woman at the desk.

“Unit Chief Wilder, FBI,” I say. “What room is Heath Giles being kept in?”

“Room four-ninety-six,” she says. “Follow the yellow line.”

“Thank you.”

“Sure thing.”

I turn and follow the yellow line down the hallway, taking two turns before I find myself in front of room four-ninety-six. A burly man in jeans, a black polo with the Marshals crest on his breast, and a Glock on his hip is sitting in a chair beside the door scrolling on his phone. He looks up, and I show him my badge and credentials.

“I need to speak with Mr. Giles,” I say.

“Sure thing,” he replies. “Deputy Chief Newell said you might be by.”

A small laugh drifts from my mouth. Of course, he knew I’d be by. Though, I think he instructed his man to tell me that just to impress me.

“I need your weapon before you go in,” the marshal says.

“Of course.”

I unclip my holster and hand it over to him; he sets it in his lap, and I open the door. The blinds are closed, and the single-bed room is dim, lit only by the flickering light of the television. Hooked to a battery of machines, Heath is in the bed, looking small and frail beneath the sheet covering him. His face is drawn and pale, and he looks uncomfortable, although I imagine the cocktail of drugs pumping through his veins is taking the edge off the pain.

Other than the medical equipment, the room is empty. There are no balloons. No flowers. No stuffed animals or cards wishing him a speedy recovery. Nobody has sent anything wishing him well. It’s… sad. Stepping to the side of the bed, I notice that his left wrist is cuffed to the railing. He looks up at me with an amused sparkle in his eye.

“They’re afraid I’m going to make a break for it,” he says. “I guess they think I’m like my dad or something.”

“It’s just standard protocol. It’s not personal.”

On the television, there are a couple of detectives interrogating a suspect about a murder.

“True crime?” I ask.

“I love true crime shows,” he says. “Though it seems a little morbid and ironic now.”

I laugh softly. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got shot.”

“Well, that tracks.”

He winces in pain, cutting off his laugh. He took a bullet in the chest that narrowly missed his heart. It didn’t do any major structural damage, nor did it hit any vital organs. All in all, Heath is a very lucky man, although, he may not feel like it right now. But the result of that shot could have been far worse. I give him a minute to recover and let his pain meds to their job. They eventually do.

“Have you been questioned yet?” I ask.

“Oh yeah. By the CPD, the Marshals Service, and a partridge in a pear tree,” he replies. “And now, I can add the FBI to my bingo card.”

“I’m not here to interrogate you.”

“What are you here for then?”

“Just to talk.”

He nods. “I see.”

I run the tips of my fingers along the railing of the bed, my mind spinning. Truthfully, I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know that there’s anything I stand to gain by coming to see him. But maybe there is, and I just don’t realize it yet. There’s also some sort of pull I feel toward Heath. I feel sorry for him. Like him, I know what it’s like to grow up without your parents. I know that longing inside of him. I know it well. I guess there’s some sort of kinship I feel with him, and he’s still a kid, so I kind of want him to know he’s not alone.

Who knows? Maybe he can help me answer some of those questions I still have and put a bow on it all for me. Maybe he can’t. All I know is I woke up this morning and felt compelled to talk to him. And when my subconscious talks to me so loudly and so insistently, I listen to it. I guess we’ll just have to see where this visit takes me and figure out what it all means after the fact.

“Why didn’t you stick to the plan?” I ask. “Why did you stop walking toward your dad? You probably wouldn’t have gotten shot if you’d just done things the way we’d planned.”

“Maybe. Or maybe he would have shot me anyway when your guys stopped the van. We just don’t know. What I’ve learned is that my father is unhinged—he just acts. If he felt threatened, he may have thought a murder-suicide was his only way out,” he replies.

“That’s understandable. But one thing I’ve learned about your father is that he’s a narcissist. And it’s very rare that narcissists commit suicide. It’s just not part of their programming.”

“Maybe he wouldn’t have killed himself, but he’s also violent and cruel. He’s a killer. And when I was walking toward him, all I could think about was him shooting me the way he shot his friend from prison—and that guy’s brother. I was just afraid. And there was part of me that was sure if I climbed into that van, I wasn’t going to get out again,” he tells me.

As much as I’d like to tell him we wouldn’t have let that happen, the fact that he got shot sort of negates that argument. And it kind of confirms his thought that his dad wouldn’t have hesitated to kill him. Maybe his instincts were the right ones, and mine were the wrong ones.

“What’s going to happen to him?” he asks.

“He’s never going to see the light of day again,” I say. “He’s going to be tried for the murders he committed while he was free. And because he’s considered a potential flight risk now, to eliminate the chances of him breaking out again, he’s likely going to be housed in a Supermax prison somewhere. Once he goes in, the only way he’s coming out is in a box.”

Heath’s face darkens, and I can see deep sadness fill his eyes at the mention of his father’s eventual demise. It makes me pity the kid more than I already do. We all lose our parents. It’s just the natural order of things. But it’s typically when we’re older, not so early in life, and not in such fraught circumstances. We don’t expect to lose them when we’re still so young. Heath is twenty years old. A young man. But in some ways, he seems so much younger. He seems trapped in his youth. Caught in those longings that formed when both of his parents left his life, leaving that gaping void behind. It’s something I can relate to. I guess it’s where that kinship I feel with him comes from.

“They said I might have to testify,” he says softly.

I nod. “You probably will. But I know you can do it. I know you’ve got that strength in you, Heath. I’ve seen it up close and personal already.”

“I know. I’m not worried about that,” he says. “I just… I’m not sure yet how I feel about putting the final nail in my dad’s coffin. I mean… I know what he is now. I know he’s a monster and should be locked away forever. I just never thought I’d be the one having to do it.”

“I can’t imagine what you must be feeling right now.”

“Terrible doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

“I understand. But one thing you should always keep in mind is that because of what you did, because you worked with us, there is a woman who is alive. A woman who’s home with her husband and children,” I tell him. “If not for what you did, there might be a man missing his wife and two kids missing their mother. Don’t ever forget that.”

A wan smile touches his lips, and though it’s a break in the darkness of his gloomy demeanor, it doesn’t dispel it entirely. I know he’s still scared about his suddenly uncertain future.

“What’s going to happen to me?” he asks.

“I don’t know yet, Heath. What comes next is out of my hands,” I answer. “But I’ve already spoken with the people who will be handling your case. And I’ll continue to be in their ear, telling them you helped us. That we wouldn’t have closed this case or snagged your father without your help. I’m telling everybody who will listen. Believe me, I’m going to make sure they take all of that into consideration before they proceed with your case. I give you my word.”

He nods. “Thank you, Chief Wilder.”

“It’s the least I can do. You really saved the day. I mean that.”

His smile is a little sad, but his eyes sparkle, and I can see that he’s pleased with being considered a hero, even if it’s just from me.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“Why did you do it all? You’re a smart kid, and I know you knew what a monster your father was and what he’d done since he broke out of prison,” I say. “Why did you do everything you did with him? Why did you want a relationship with him so badly?”

He pauses for a long moment, and that heavy sadness settles down over his shoulders again. His eyes shimmer, and he wipes away fresh tears. Heath takes a moment and a calming breath, gathering himself before he raises his gaze to me again.

“Because good or bad, he’s my father, and I’ve always wanted a relationship with him. I guess I’ve always wanted what I never had,” he says. “I guess… I guess I just wanted him to notice me. To be proud of me. I think deep down, every son wants that from his father.”

It makes me think of what Kaminski said. It’s a dynamic that I don’t understand. It’s a dynamic I’m never going to understand because the bond between a father and son is special. I miss my father, sure. And although there’s some part of me that craves his approval, even still, there is no part of me that would ever normalize or learn to accept the things that Paul Giles did. Never in a million years. But then, I’m not a man, and I’ll never understand what passes through their minds as a son or father… and maybe it’s for the better that I don’t.

Reaching out, I give his forearm a squeeze. “Good luck, Heath,” I tell him. “But I’ve got a feeling that no matter what happens, you’re going to land on your feet and do well.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

The Chapel, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

Leaning back in my chair, I put my feet on top of my desk and close my eyes, soaking in the sound of Count Basie’s piano. After getting back from Chicago, I sent everybody home and gave them all the following day off for a little well-deserved R&R. With the shop empty and quiet, I finished my after-action report and sent it off. The tedious housekeeping done, I sit back take a sip of my scotch and smile to myself, savoring the relatively rare moment of peace, and try to figure out what I’m going to do with my day off. So far, I haven’t gotten past a hot bath.

“Congratulations, Chief.”

My heart leaping into my throat, I sit up so fast, I almost drop my drink and fall out of my chair. Thankfully, I manage to keep some shred of my dignity by doing neither. I set my glass down on my desk and offer her a shaky smile.

“DD Church,” I say. “What are you doing here?”

“Just checking in with you,” she replies with a mischievous curl to her lips. “You closed out your first case, after all. Successfully, I might add.”

“It wasn’t as smooth as I would have liked, and I apparently still have to answer for using Heath as bait and getting him wounded, but we got our guy.”

She waves me off. “The people griping about Giles’s son taking a bullet are just looking to find something to whine about. I’ll take care of them. The only thing that matters is that you got a win, and you put a very bad man back in prison. That’s something to celebrate, Chief.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Will you ever call me Lauren?”

“Probably not.”

She chuckles as she steps into my office and takes a seat in the chair in front of my desk, then holds up the paper bag in her hand.

“Speaking of celebrating, I thought we’d toast your first win,” she says.

Church pulls a bottle out of the bag and hands it over to me. “Wow. A triple cask Macallan 18,” I say. “This… this is a nice bottle of scotch.”

“A well-deserved reward,” she replies. “Now, pour us a couple of glasses.”

“Happily.”

I retrieve a pair of fresh glasses from the cabinet in my credenza, then pour out a few fingers of the fine amber liquid. Sitting back down, I hold the glass up and savor the aroma. These bottles go for a few hundred dollars each, and though I’m not living paycheck to paycheck, bottles of scotch this fine are a luxury I don’t often indulge in.

Church raises her glass to me. “To getting the W.”

“To getting the W.”

I lean forward and clink my glass against hers, then sit back and take a sip, closing my eyes and savoring the flavor as I roll the scotch over my tongue. I’m as powerless to stop the smile that stretches across my lips as I am to stop the nearly pornographic noise that floats from my mouth.

“My God, that is good,” I say. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“You deserve it, Blake. Despite the few nagging naysayers, most people are raving about the job you and your team did. I am too. You guys did a fantastic job out there. The world is a much better place with Paul Giles locked in a concrete box.”

“I appreciate that.”

My smile falters slightly, and I let my gaze linger on the liquid in my glass.

She cocks her head. “What is it?”

“It’s nothing. I just… I keep thinking about Heath. About how lost he looked the last time I spoke with him,” I tell her. “All he wanted was his father’s love and attention, and now, he might end up in prison for it.”

“It’s a sad story, and because I know your history, I know on some level, you relate to him.”

“I do.”

“He aided a fugitive and helped in the commission of a crime. He has to answer for that.”

“I get that. But in the end, he also did the right thing. He helped us bring his dad in.”

“He did. And his assistance will no doubt be considered when he’s sentenced,” she replies. “But his legal status is above our paygrade. All we can do is what you did, which is speak with the prosecutors and try to get them to extend a little mercy. Beyond that, it’s out of our hands.”

“Yeah, I know. It just sucks. I think he’s a good kid, and if it weren’t for that dirtbag of a father, he’d be making something of his life.”

“He still can. It’s just going to be… delayed.”

Count Basie gives way to the unique style of Bill Evans, and I tap my foot along with the rhythm of his music, letting myself enjoy the moment for a change. Over the course of my career, it’s been rare to have somebody go to bat for me—to have somebody believe in me the way Church seems to. Oh, I know it’s not entirely altruistic. But she was up front about using the success of this task force to boost her own career prospects. I respect that sort of transparency. And honestly, it’s the sort of leadership I respond to best.

So far, Church seems like the sort of boss I’d willingly run through a wall for. I know that can change as the political winds do, but I’m going to let myself enjoy this ride for as long as it lasts. Having the freedom—not to mention the resources—to do my job along with the backup from above to allow us to continue to operate relatively unfettered is a different experience. But it’s one I can really get used to.

“You really do love your jazz, don’t you?” Church asks.

“That I do.”

“Well, we all have our things.”

“Yeah? And what’s your thing, ma’am?”

The corner of her mouth quirks upward. “Nineties grunge. Nirvana. Soundgarden. Screaming Trees. Alice in Chains… that’s my jam.”

“No wonder you hang out in Seattle so much.”

We share a laugh and sip our scotch as the music plays. She looks at me with a curious expression on her face. It almost seems like she’s trying to figure something out.

“Have you given thought to your future, Blake?”

“Not really.”

“You can’t do this job forever, right?”

Though I want to say I’d love to keep kicking in doors and dragging in bad guys for the rest of my life, the ache in my knee and other parts of my body from the physical exertions of this case remind me that’s not going to happen. It makes me think again about Annie and Maisey urging me to quit and pursue a path as a counselor. The pull is still there, but this new opportunity has kind of recharged me. Despite the aches, pains, and frustrations of the case and some of the fallout, I feel like my passion has been rekindled.

“No, that’s true. I can’t do this forever,” I say. “But my only plan right now is to keep doing it for as long as I can. I love my job, ma’am. I love my team. But I know that there will come a time when I have to hang ‘em up.”

“And what then?”

“I thought about using my degree and becoming a counselor.”

Church nods. “A noble idea. And I have no doubt you’d be a good one.”

“I hear a but coming,” I say.

She gives me a sly smirk. “But… I think you’d be wasting your talents, Blake. I think you could have a real future in the Bureau. I think you could climb the ladder. Wouldn’t you like to be in a position to make some real changes from the inside? Some of us are trying to do just that, and we need solid people like you with us. We’re trying to sweep out the old guard and usher in something new. Something better. We want to remake the Bureau, and we need good people in place to accomplish everything we want to do. I really believe you could be one of those people.”

“Honestly, I’ve never been one for politics, ma’am. I’m not very good at the game.”

“Which is exactly the sort of person we’re looking for. We don’t want game players. We want people like you—transparent, truth-tellers, and straight shooters. That’s you.”

I take a sip of my scotch and lean back in my chair. This is not the sort of conversation I thought I’d be having tonight. If I’m being honest, once upon a time, I thought about ascending to the Director’s chair, but that was just a silly fantasy. As I’ve gotten older and have been exposed to the machinations and Machiavellian crap that goes on within the Bureau, it’s fair to say I’ve become a little… disillusioned.

But I’d be lying if I said being in a position of authority, with the sort of power to change the way the Bureau functions, didn’t hold a certain appeal. Maybe one day, when I’m not physically able to do the job the way it needs to be done, it’s something worth revisiting. Perhaps. Or perhaps, settling into a calmer, steadier life of helping other people work through their problems is the way to go.

“Anyway, that’s not a question you need to be asking yourself today. Just food for thought right now,” Church says. “When I told you I’d be riding your success to a higher office, I was being honest. But you should also think about how you can parlay your success to achieve the goals you want to achieve. I truly believe the sky is the limit for you, Blake.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate your confidence in me.”

“Hey, you make me look good. How can I not be confident in you?”

We share a laugh and then she drains her glass and gets to her feet.

“Well, I should go. I’m heading back to DC,” she says. “But I wanted to be here when you got back to congratulate you on closing out your case.”

“Thank you, Deputy Director. Your faith in my team… it means more than I can say.”

“Keep doing a great job out here,” she says. “You’re making a real difference, Blake.”

We shake hands, and she turns and leaves. When she’s gone, I sit back down, pour another glass of that incredible scotch, and lean back in my seat again. Charlie Parker’s “A Night in Tunisia” begins to play, and I close my eyes, soaking it all in. It’s strange how quickly things change. It wasn’t that long ago when I was being stripped of my command and my career was circling the drain. And now? Now the sky is apparently the limit.

In both instances, though, it’s because of the political whims and the political capital of two people—Kathryn Hedlund and Lauren Church. It’s a grim reminder that my future resides on those very things. If the winds change and it benefits her, it might be DD Church helping to push me out the door next time. Unless I accrue enough capital of my own and put myself in a position where I can’t be pushed out so easily. In addition to giving me a pat on the back, perhaps that’s the subtext of Church’s visit tonight.

It’s just a reminder that the only constant in this world is change… and the only thing I can do is learn to adapt and change with it or lie down and die.
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Thank you for embarking on another exhilarating journey with Blake Wilder in PRISON BREAK! With the dissolution of the Black Cell unit in the previous book, I wanted to dive right into Blake's struggle to adapt to her new reality. Change is inevitable, and navigating it requires resilience—a theme that resonates deeply with me. I found writing about these challenges through Blake’s eyes both exciting and personal. I hope some of it resonated with you and that you found Blake’s journey in this book as fascinating and thrilling as I did writing it!

If you enjoyed PRISON BREAK, I would be grateful for your reviews and recommendations. Your support is invaluable to indie writers like myself, helping to spread the word and keep these adventures alive.

For those who can’t get enough of thrilling mysteries, I think you’ll love diving into my newest project, the Serenity Springs series. With a heroine you'll love, lovable cast, small-town charm, mystery, twists, romance & so much more. In the debut novel, THE GIRL IN THE SPRINGS, PI Bridget Hartley faces a case that shatters the peaceful facade of her picturesque small town. When two teens go missing, Bridget uncovers a string of bizarre events with ties to other missing couples. As she navigates these unsettling mysteries, Bridget must confront the darker undercurrents beneath Serenity’s idyllic surface. You’ll be captivated discovering what secrets this charming town is hiding.

Thank you again for joining me on this exciting journey. I can’t wait for you to join Blake and her team on their next adventure!

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Your writer friend,

Elle Gray


Connect with Elle Gray

Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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