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			Olympic Peaks Winter Resort; Snowcrest, WA

			“All right, all right, let’s settle down for a minute,” his voice booms through the speakers in the hall. “I’ll let you all get back to drinkin’ up all my booze in a minute. I just want to say a few things before you’re too hammered to understand what I’m saying.” 

			I stand at the back of the hall in my borrowed uniform—tuxedo shirt, bow tie, black vest, black pants, and black waist apron—glaring at the man on the podium as he soaks in the laughter from the crowd. The hatred I feel for him flows like fire through my veins, heating me from the inside. I’m growing so hot with my rage I wouldn’t be surprised if I burst into flames right then and there. 

			“Hey, snap out of it. Get a tray and start handing out glasses,” the woman hisses at me. 

			I stare at her blankly for a moment, pulling my brain back to the moment. Right. Champagne. I nod and give her a sheepish smile. 

			“Hurry up,” she spits. “It’s almost time for the champagne toast.”

			“I’m on it, I’m on it,” I gripe. 

			I pull at the collar on this damn tuxedo shirt, trying to keep from itching. These stupid things are uncomfortable as hell. But I’m willing to endure a little discomfort to accomplish my mission. I walk to the bar and grab a tray then weave my way through the tables, handing out glasses of champagne to all these rich pricks. I muster up my best smile as I make my way through the opulent room, taking care not to bring too much attention to myself.

			It’s hard to maintain my façade. The people who fill this room are all disgusting. They’re wealthy, privileged, vile pieces of humanity who care about nothing other than themselves and padding their already fat bank accounts. And this party is nothing more than a tribute to themselves. They’re here for no other reason than to glorify themselves and celebrate amassing more wealth than they can possibly spend in one lifetime. Probably more than a dozen lifetimes. 

			They’re nothing more than modern-day pirates. But instead of riding in on galleons and frigates, these people sail in on broadband waves and plunder the lives of other people. They crush the life’s work of other people in the name of profit and treasure. But unlike the pirates of old, they’re not vilified. They’re not branded and hung from yardarms. No, today they’re glorified. Celebrated. Today, they’re hailed as heroes and captains of industry. But they’re nothing more than self-absorbed filth.

			But being narcissistic and greedy is the least of the issues I have with them. It’s their cruel and callous disregard of the people they leave in their wake as they climb to the top of the financial ladder. They leave people broken, their dreams shattered. There is not a person in this entire room who hasn’t screwed over or stepped on other people to get to where they are. They’re building empires on the backs, the blood, and the sweat of hard-working people they couldn’t give a damn about. 

			But the guy up on the podium—Mason Kurtz, a living god among the hedge fund managers of the world—is the worst of the lot. He destroys people not just to improve his financial position but simply because he can. Kurtz enjoys hurting people. Enjoys reducing them to nothing then erasing them entirely. It’s a sport for him. He and his circle of friends, all of them privileged, arrogant pricks, literally play games with people’s lives. They enjoy taking people apart and destroying them.

			But none more so than Mason himself. He’s the ringleader. It is literally a game for him. The twisted, sadistic glint in his eye is akin to that of a big-game hunter cruelly taking down innocent endangered animals. But it’s made even worse by the fact that he does it to human beings. Crushes them into the dirt just to polish up a trophy.

			Well, it’s time for him to pay for what he’s done. For the lives he’s ruined. It’s time he faced the consequences of his actions, and for the first time in his life, be held accountable for the terrible, destructive acts he’s committed. Mason has never been held to account for anything in his life, and it is well past time he was. The lesson I am going to teach him—teach all of them—will be one for the ages. And maybe then, some of these cretins would think before they destroyed somebody’s life for sport. 

			I’m not under any illusions that my actions tonight will somehow bring about the downfall of a broken, corrupt system that allows the rich to get richer while the rest of us desperately cling on for survival. But it will send a message to all the other pirates and swindlers operating in the shadows:

			Your day of reckoning is coming.

			With all the champagne handed out, I fade to the back of the hall once more and watch. Mason stands up on the podium, staring down at the crowd before him, smiling like a king acknowledging his subjects. It makes me sick. He makes me sick. And though I would love nothing more than to put a dozen bullets in that perfect, square-jawed face of his, what I have planned is much more meaningful. It will have a more lasting impact. All I have to do is stick to the plan.

			“First of all,” Mason starts, “I want to thank everybody for coming to our holiday retreat, and though it’s not for a couple of weeks yet, I want to wish you all a very Merry Christmas. I have a feeling Santa’s going to be very good to each and every one of you.”

			The people in the room cheer and applaud wildly for a moment. I’m sure their holiday bonuses will be in the six- to seven-figure range. I’ve done my homework and know that Emerald Capital, the most successful hedge fund in Washington, raked in billions in profit last year. The amount of money in this room is astounding. But what’s even worse is the sheer amount of arrogance and hubris. It’s revolting. 

			“Our last quarter was the best in Em Cap’s history, and I want to thank you all for working so hard to make this firm so successful,” he says. “And of course, for making us all filthy rich in the process.” 

			That draws laughter and more applause from the crowd and all I can do is roll my eyes. I glance at my watch and see that it’s almost time. 

			“You folks are the engine that makes our car go. I am sincerely and deeply thankful to each and every one of you,” Mason goes on. “So to show you my gratitude, this entire weekend is on me. Ski lifts, ski and snowboard lessons are available, food is available 24/7, and the bar is open for you degenerates. Don’t make me regret that last item.”

			More laughter and catcalls ripple through the crowd, and I know his speech is starting to wrap up. When he stops speaking, he’ll likely have to glad-hand some of his employees, which will take a little while, but I know I need to make my move. I just wanted to wait long enough to ensure Mason was there. This all would have been for naught if Mason wasn’t in the hall. 

			“Hey, you . . . whatever your name is,” comes the harsh, grating voice of Margaret, the manager of the catering company.

			I turn and look at her, offering her a weak and watery smile. 

			“Max,” I say. 

			“Whatever,” she snaps. “Dessert trays. Now. Go.” 

			I give her that plastic smile. “Comin’ right up.” 

			I follow the stream of tuxedo shirt, bow tie-wearing servers into the kitchen. Surprisingly, it isn’t very hard to infiltrate a catering company. There are so many temporary workers and so much chaos that nobody knows who should and shouldn’t be there. It’s kind of disturbing really, if you stop and think about it. But whatever. It suits my needs. 

			As the servers are busy picking up trays loaded down with plates of crème brûlée  cheesecake. I slip into the back of the kitchen where the lockers are and quickly open mine. Taking a look over my shoulder to make sure nobody’s around, I reach into my backpack and pull out the device. I flip the switch to activate it and wait for the red light to come on. When it does, I tuck it into the large pocket of my apron. It’s heavy, and I have to tie my apron tighter to keep it from falling down.

			That done, I walk back into the kitchen. Making sure to move like I belong here, I pick up my tray of desserts and head out into the main dining hall. I spot Mason sitting at a table in the far corner. He’s talking to a few of his people, laughing uproariously about some inane matter, I’m sure. As I head toward him, he stands up and starts to walk away, and I feel a flash of panic. 

			“Mr. Kurtz,” I call out, stopping him. “I have your dessert.”

			“Just . . . leave it at my table. I’ll eat it when I sit down,” he grumbles, his tone annoyed. “I’m a little busy at the moment.”

			“Yes, sir,” I reply. 

			I set out plates for everybody at the table and, as expected, not a one of them is paying attention to me. When I set Mason’s plate down at his spot, I kneel down and pretend to tie my shoe. After casting a quick glance at the table to ensure nobody is looking at me—which they aren’t, these people never see those they deem beneath them like service workers—I slip my device out of my apron.

			Using my body as a shield to keep anybody from seeing what I’m doing, I quickly attach the device to the bottom of Mason’s chair and secure it. That done, I stand up again and walk away. I pass Mason, who’s on his way back to his seat. He doesn’t even bother glancing at me, which isn’t surprising. He’s on a level so high, it doesn’t allow him to see a peon like me. He’s been that way his whole life. 

			I carry my empty tray back into the kitchen and walk straight back to the lockers. I quickly pull on my coat, grab my backpack, and sling it over my shoulder. 

			“Where are you going?”

			I look up and see one of the other servers—a twenty-something girl named Kelly. I give her a smile. 

			“Smoke break,” I tell her.

			She nods and looks around, and for a moment, I have the unsettling feeling she’s going to ask to come with me. 

			“I’ll be out in a couple of minutes,” she says.

			“Sounds good,” I reply, heaving a silent breath of relief. 

			She turns and heads back into the main dining hall. Reaching into the pocket of my coat, and gritting my teeth, I press the button. I have one minute. I push the back door open and step through it into the frigid night air. Closing the door firmly behind me, I pull a plastic distortion mask out of my backpack, slip it on, then pull up the hood of my coat. Walking at a brisk pace, I head for the parking lot, letting the mask and the deep shadows of the hood obscure my face. Even if I am picked up on camera, they aren’t going to be able to make out who I am. 

			I jump into the car I stole a couple of days ago and start the engine, giving it just a second to get warm in the nighttime air which is plummeting into the thirties. In another hour or so, it’ll be colder than that. I pull out of my space and quickly exit the parking lot, driving as fast as I dare down the road.

			A bright flash of light draws my attention to my rearview mirror, and I see a giant, orange fireball erupt and shoot high into the darkness of the night. It lights up the land around me like the sun at high noon. The snow sitting in the trees that line the road falls off in powdery sheets. 

			As the flames light up the darkness and reach high into the air, I imagine the chaos that must be ensuing in that dining hall. It must be fully engulfed by fire now. As I drive down the winding, dim road, a wide smile splits my lips, and I laugh to myself. I know the wheels are in motion, and there’s no turning back now. 

			And that’s just fine with me. 
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			Office of Dr. Mara Reinhart; Hundley Professional Building, Seattle, WA

			“You’re making real progress, Blake,” she tells me. “But we still need to work on opening you up to the possibility of a relationship—”

			“This again,” I cut her off. “Why do we always circle back to this?”

			“Because it’s the one area where you don’t seem to be making any progress.”

			I stand to my feet and pace Dr. Reinhart’s office. Done up in soft, neutral colors, it’s supposed to be a soothing space. A space where a person can feel comfortable. I’m feeling anything but comfortable and at peace at the moment though. Turning my back to her, I stand at the window and look out at the sprawl of downtown Seattle. It seems endless. Like it stretches to the horizon and beyond. 

			It’s a gray, drizzly day beyond the window, which seems fitting for my mood. I wasn’t feeling like talking this morning when I woke up. I almost canceled my appointment today. Given the direction the conversation seems to be taking, I probably should have. Talking about my romantic entanglements—or more specifically, the lack thereof—is my least favorite aspect of my sessions with Dr. Reinhart.

			Dr. Reinhart is a small woman, no more than five-four and thin. She’s petite but formidable. She has a presence and seems much larger than she is. Her hair is startlingly blonde—almost white really. I’ve always told her she reminds me of the dragon girl from that popular fantasy series. But with dark eyes behind her stylish, dark-framed glasses, she looks less like a dragon queen and more like a librarian. 

			“Why is it whenever I so much as mention opening yourself up to a relationship you close yourself off?” Dr. Reinhart asks. 

			Still not turning around, I shrug. “Maybe because I don’t like talking about it?” 

			“And why is that?” 

			I chuckle to myself. “You just won’t let it go, will you?” 

			“I won’t,” she tells me. “Because you have made such stellar progress in the other areas of your life—your aversion to the color red, for instance. But when it comes to entertaining the idea of any sort of personal relationship, you crawl right back into your shell and slam the door.”

			“Could it be that I’m just not ready?” I counter, my tone harder than I’d intended. 

			“Sure, it could. But let me ask the obvious question—why aren’t you ready?”

			I finally turn from the window and clasp my hands behind my back as I pace back and forth behind the chair I’d abandoned. Dr. Reinhart, still sitting in her own seat, crosses her legs and just watches me in silence, waiting for me to answer her question. Frankly, it seems like such an absurd question, I have no idea how to answer it.  

			“Tell me this,” Dr. Reinhart presses. “How are things with Charles?” 

			A grin touches my lips, and I shake my head. She seems even more focused on this than usual and really isn’t going to let this go.

			“Things are fine,” I tell her. 

			“Yeah? And when was the last time you two went out?” 

			I shrug. “Couple of weeks ago, I guess.”

			“You two don’t see each other often for two people who are dating.” 

			“I wouldn’t exactly call it dating.”

			“No? Then what would you call it?” she asks. 

			“I wouldn’t call it anything really,” I reply. “We get together when we can and hang out. It’s no big deal. There’s no pressure, and we don’t put a label on it.”

			Dr. Reinhart purses her lips and looks down at her notebook. I know her well enough to recognize her look of disapproval when I see it. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			“You don’t even see what it is you’re doing, do you?”

			I sit down in the chair across from her and cross my legs. Folding my hands in my lap, I lean back in the wide, plush chair and frown.

			“And what is it that I’m doing?” I ask. 

			“The same thing you always do—keeping everybody at an arm’s distance.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, but other than Astra, I can’t think of a single person who’s close to you,” she points out. “Somebody you call just to talk. Somebody you confide in—” 

			I open my mouth to respond, but she holds up a finger to cut me off before I can speak.

			“And Kit doesn’t count.”

			Frowning, I close my mouth again and fold my arms over my chest. I’d love to give her a snappy reply and prove her wrong, but the truth is, she’s right. I’ve got a lot of friends but none I’d consider close enough to share my innermost thoughts and secrets with. I don’t even share those things with my Aunt Annie or my cousin Maisey. The truth is, there just aren’t many people in this world I trust. Hard-won experience has taught me there aren’t many people in this world I can trust. 

			Dr. Reinhart puts both feet on the floor and leans forward, her arms across her knees, and looks at me closely. She’s giving me that I’m-about-to-make-a-point-so-pay-attention look I know so well. 

			“When I talk about your lack of relationships, I’m not always referring to romantic relationships, Blake,” she says. “You keep everybody, not just men, at an arm’s distance. You don’t let yourself open your heart to having an honest relationship with anybody outside of Kit and Astra.” 

			“And I’m assuming you have a theory you’re about to wow me with,” I reply with a grin.

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” she nods, the hint of a chuckle in her voice not really doing much to soften the blow of the intensity in her eyes. 

			“Okay, lay it on me, Mara.”

			“It all boils down to one word—fear.” 

			I arch an eyebrow at her. “Fear?” 

			She nods. “Fear,” she confirms. “You are one of the bravest people I know. You don’t hesitate to put yourself in dangerous situations. You’ve proven that you’re more than willing to take a bullet, to get stabbed, to get yourself beaten to a pulp in defense of those you love or when you’re trying to close a case. Your courage, when it comes to your job, or to your loved ones, isn’t what’s in question here.” 

			“That’s an awful lot of butter you’re spreading on me,” I say.

			She grins. “What I’m saying is that you let your fear control other aspects of your life,” she tells me. “The traumas you’ve endured in your life, from your parents to your ex, Mark Walton—of course you’re going to bear some scars from those things. . . .”

			I uncross my arms and fold my hands in my lap again, letting my gaze drift to them. Nothing she’s saying is earth-shattering or even particularly groundbreaking. They’re things we’ve talked about before—things I understand and don’t disagree with. She’s right. Because of the things I’ve endured, I guess I have put up a barrier between me and the people who come into my life. I suppose I do hold people at an arm’s distance. But, given the things I’ve gone through in my life, I think it’s understandable. 

			“So, you’re saying I’ve got abandonment issues,” I say with a grin.

			“Yes, I do. And the reason I think you do it is because somewhere deep down, you expect people to up and leave you,” she tells me. “I think your past traumas have conditioned you to expect to be abandoned. And so you counter that by never letting anybody get too close to you. That way, you can’t be hurt when they inevitably leave you. Right?”

			I wish I could refute her words. Wish I could say something that would leave her argument in utter ruins. But what she said is something I honestly hadn’t given much thought to. I never really consciously considered my hesitance to get close to people to be caused by an expectation that I’d be abandoned. She may have said as much in our sessions before, I don’t recall. But for whatever reason, this time it seems to have stuck. 

			“I mean, I guess that makes sense,” I shrug. “I’ve never thought too much about it.” 

			“I know you haven’t. And I haven’t pushed you very hard to think about it,” Dr. Reinhart replies. “But I think it’s time we start getting to the underlying causes and working on them. It’s time we start opening you up to new people and relationships.”

			“Yeah, that sounds fun,” I mutter sardonically. 

			She gives me a tight smile. “I’m not going to lie to you; it’s going to be difficult. You’re going to be uncomfortable. But you need to allow yourself to be uncomfortable,” she tells me. “It won’t last forever. I promise you.”

			“The only way out is through, huh?”

			She nods. “Exactly. But believe me, when you do get through it, it’s going to be well worth it, Blake. You’ll feel more balanced and comfortable in your own skin.”

			“I feel perfectly comfortable in my own skin right now.”

			“Do you though?” 

			A wry smile touches my lips, and I look away. When I’m involved in a case and in the middle of the action, I feel perfectly comfortable in my skin. I feel like that’s where I belong. On the job is where I feel I should be and where I feel most alive. It’s where I’m supposed to be. But with a new year upon us, I promised that I would stop lying to myself. That I would stop putting off doing the hard work to keep bettering myself.

			So, in that vein, I’m forced to admit that I do struggle with these things. I may be FBI Super Chick when I’m in the middle of a case or surrounded by things and people I’m already comfortable with, but outside of that, who am I really? What kind of person am I when I’m not working?

			My mind is already telling me that’s the reason I do all I can to ensure I’m always in the middle of a case. Why I’m always working. When I’m involved in a case, I don’t have to think about things like this. Which is, of course, the coward’s way out, I know. 

			“You did tell me to push you as we head into a new year, Blake.”

			I nod. “Yeah, I did.”

			“And that’s exactly what I intend to do.” 

			“Great,” I say ruefully. “Looking forward to it.” 

			Dr. Reinhart gives me a wide smile, and I’m already regretting asking her to push me.
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			Olympic Peaks Winter Resort; Snowcrest, WA

			“We’ve got seven dead, twenty-three injured, four critically. Merry Christmas,” the agent tells me. “But it could have been worse. Much, much worse.” 

			The scene is an anthill of activity as firemen and other first responders finish clearing the scene. I stand off to the side, staring at the smoldering ruins of what used to be the main lodge of the ski resort. Pieces of charred wood stick out of the debris looking like blackened, skeletal fingers reaching toward the sky. Here and there, tendrils of smoke drift upward, and the sound of wood still cracking as it cools fills the air around us. 

			Taking in the destruction, all I can do is shake my head. I was on my way into the shop when I got the call that there had been a bombing. Rosie told me to get up here right away. The resort is about an hour east of Seattle in the mountains above Snoqualmie. When I got here, I immediately found the person in charge, which happens to be Homeland Security Special Agent in Charge Shelby Locke. She got here about half an hour before I did, but the initial information is still sketchy. She didn’t have a whole lot to offer me.

			SAC Locke is a tall, sturdily built woman checking in at five-eleven who looks to be in her mid-fifties. She played some college basketball at Connecticut back in the day and still looks pretty athletic. Her dark hair is cut short and flecked with gray, she’s got dark eyes, and she has an authoritative, commanding air about her. I’ve crossed paths with her a few times over the years and know her to be straight up. She’s good at her job, doesn’t pull any punches, and I’ve got a healthy amount of respect for her. 

			“Are we sure it was a bomb and not, say, a ruptured gas line or something?” I ask, trying to rule out the obvious. 

			“Positive. Survivors say they saw something in the lodge explode.”

			I nod. “What was going on in the main lodge?” 

			“Rich guy weekend,” she says with a wry grin. “Mason Kurtz, the founder and CEO of Emerald Capital, was hosting his top earners for a weekend Christmas slash end-of-year getaway. A really lavish office holiday party, in other words.”

			I nod. “And Kurtz?”

			“One of the dead. We think,” she says. “I haven’t had time to confirm who’s who among the living and the dead yet. I’m still assessing the scene. Or at least, I will be once they let me onto the scene.”

			“DHS thinking there’s a terrorism angle here?” 

			She shrugs. “Won’t know until I can examine the scene a little further,” she tells me. “But between you and me, I’m thinking not. The Olympic Peaks Resort isn’t exactly a prime target for terrorists. Doesn’t make much of a statement.”

			“I don’t know. Taking out a bunch of one-percenters could be seen as a strike at the heart of capitalism,” I note.

			“Maybe. Possibly,” she says, her tone skeptical. “Seems like a stretch though.”

			I nod, agreeing with her. It seems like a big stretch. But at the moment, I have no idea why somebody would blow up a random ski resort. If terrorists wanted to make a statement, there are plenty of other targets in downtown Seattle that would do that. Plenty of financial institutions or other prominent landmarks they could have hit if they were looking to send a message—and not just in Seattle but nationwide. But a random ski resort? Something isn’t adding up for me. 

			We end up waiting for another hour before the local police and fire departments give us the all clear to walk the scene. SAC Locke leads the way, and we walk the perimeter of the burned-out lodge. A man in a red turnout coat with a patch that reads “King County Fire Investigator” over his left breast walks over to us. He shakes both our hands.

			“Fire Inspector Anthony Weller,” he introduces himself. 

			“I’m SAC Shelby Locke with Homeland Security, and this is Supervisory Special Agent Blake Wilder with the FBI,” she says. 

			As we’re standing there, a pair of trucks, one bearing the ATF logo, the other with the FBI, roll in. They pull into the lot and people in marked windbreakers identifying them as agents start pouring out, making the anthill of activity even more frenetic. 

			“Lots of letters out and about today,” he remarks. 

			“What have you found so far, Inspector Weller?” Locke asks. 

			Weller is a short man, no more than five-five, and is probably pushing sixty. He’s got deep lines etched into his face and a neatly trimmed beard that’s mostly white. His movements are quick and birdlike, and he seems like an anxious man.

			“Well, it’s more than clear it was an explosive device in the main lodge,” he says.

			“How can you say for sure?” Locke asks. 

			He smirks. “There’s a hole that’s seven feet across and two feet deep that’s still smokin’ if you want to go take a look,” he replies. 

			“All right,” she nods. “What else?” 

			“Well, judgin’ by what’s left of the lodge, it looks like the device was set either beneath a table or a chair that was set up in the dining area,” he says.

			Locke runs a hand through her hair. “Can you tell what sort of explosive was used?”

			He shakes his head. “Nah. I can’t tell you that.”

			“That’s fine. The ATF techs will be able to determine that,” she says. 

			I purse my lips and nod. Locke glances at me, and I give her a meaningful look, silently telling her that what I have to say shouldn’t be discussed in front of Weller. She picks up on it and gives him a nod.

			“Thank you, Inspector Weller,” she says. “If we have any more questions, we’ll be in touch with you. But please, make sure we are copied on your report and do make this a priority.”

			A flash of annoyance crosses his face, but he nods. “Will do.” 

			When he walks away, she turns to me. “What are you thinking?” 

			“I’m thinking we’re going to need to get a list of everybody who was seated at that table,” I tell her. “I’m thinking this isn’t terrorism but a targeted attack instead.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Think about it. The goal of terrorism is to spread terror. To do that, they usually need either a high body count or an attack on a recognizable landmark. In this case, we have neither,” I tell her. “Or, if this was a terror attack meant to show that not even the most mundane targets are safe, why not wire the whole building? Why plant a bomb under one table? That’s not going to get you a high body count and likely will not spread the fear these terrorists rely on.”

			“Those are good questions that need answers,” she acknowledges. 

			“What questions are those?”

			We both turn, and when I see the man stepping toward us, I cringe and groan to myself. Dressed in black tactical pants and an ATF windbreaker over his too-tight black T-shirt, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Ellis Winslow cuts a striking figure. He’s easily six-three and bald as the day he was born—or hatched, as I prefer to think of it—with a thick salt and pepper goatee, blue eyes, a square jaw, and is built like an NFL middle linebacker. He’s a good-looking man, and the trouble is, he knows it. 

			“ASAC Winslow, we meet again,” Locke smiles and shakes his hand. 

			“SAC Locke,” he replies. “Nice to see you again.”

			I ignore Winslow, and he ignores me. Locke notices the chilly air between us and casts a questioning eye at me. I don’t say anything, so she shrugs.

			“What do we have here so far?” Winslow asks.

			“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Frankly, I don’t think it’s terrorism, but my bosses at Homeland want me to be able to tell them definitively,” Locke replies. “Blake here thinks it’s personal. A targeted attack rather than an act of terror. And frankly, I’m inclined to agree with her.”

			Winslow doesn’t even bother so much as to send a glance my way. “Yeah, well, with all due respect, we’ll make that determination ourselves.” 

			Locke arches an eyebrow, and I roll my eyes. It’s pretty much in line with what I expected Winslow to say. I’ve had the misfortune of crossing paths with Winslow before. Some years back, I worked on a task force with him, and the experience was less than pleasant. Suffice it to say, he’s not a fan of mine, and that feeling is mutual. 

			“I can see you two have history. I have no idea what that history is, and I don’t care. What I need right now is for you two to get over it,” Locke says. “This is bigger than whatever petty beef you guys have. The Secretary of Homeland wants some answers ASAP. So put your crap aside and get to work.” 

			She turns and walks away to speak with some of the other investigators on the scene, leaving me with Winslow. He finally turns to me with a cocky smirk on his face.

			“Been a while, Title Nine,” he says. “What’s it been? Eight or nine years?” 

			“Still using that same tired, sexist nickname, huh?” I fire back. “I see your thoughts are no more original today than they were all those years ago. Could be why you’re stuck as the ASAC and haven’t moved up in all that time. Just a thought.”

			“Still as stubborn and angry as ever, I see.” 

			“No, you just bring out the best in me.”

			I give him a overly sweet smile then turn and walk away from him, a fire burning in my gut. Aside from the people who murdered my parents and kept my sister from me for two decades, there are very few people in this world I can say I truly hate. Hate is such a waste of emotion and energy. But I’m more than willing to expend that energy, wasted or not, on Ellis Winslow. In my book, he’s more than earned it.

			I walk over to the site of the detonation, which has been closed off with yellow tape. The techs are in the crater collecting samples of bomb residue and gathering any fragments of the device itself to take back for a complete analysis. If we can get a profile of what the bomb looked like as well as its chemical composition, it’s possible to find a link to the bomber—provided the signature is in the system.

			Of course, I don’t think the signature of the device or chemical composition will be in the system. As I look at the hole in the ground and play out where it was in relation to the rest of the hall—and the mass of people attending this rich guy weekend—it seems pretty clear to me this wasn’t a terrorist attack. This wasn’t some religious or political statement. This, to me, screams that it’s something different. Something personal. 

			I watch as Winslow huddles with Locke on the other side of the ruins, speaking with her and gesturing animatedly. The one thing Winslow does well is charm people. He’s smooth and just has a way of pulling people into his orbit and his way of thinking. He’s one of those people who knows the right butts to kiss and just how much pressure to apply with his lips. Those of us beneath him on the ladder see a completely different side of him since there’s nothing we can do to further his career. To be frank, to those of us he outranks, he’s an ass. But to his peers and higher-ups—like Locke—he’s all sunshine and rainbows. 

			I like to think that others have seen through his façade. That some see behind the curtain and know him for what he is—a climber. That’s the only reason I can see as to why he’s still an ASAC and hasn’t been promoted to SAC. I have to think his good ol’ boy misogynist mentality is what’s keeping him at a lower rank. Winslow is the kind of guy who doesn’t think women should be in the field for the Bureau. That they shouldn’t be doing anything other than fetching coffee and taking dictation. 

			Federal law enforcement, as I’m sure it is down at the local level, is an old boys’ club. Men hold most of the positions of power, and in many cases, decide the fates of women in their agencies. They get to decide whether to allow women into those coveted seats at their table. Women like SAC Locke or my boss Rosie are anomalies. They’re the exception, rather than the rule. In truth, it’s guys like Winslow—who has plenty of admirers—who hold the keys to the kingdom. Which means women like me face a steep, uphill climb.

			I’m hopeful that’s going to change. Soon. Not that I have any grand designs on higher management and bureaucratic positions. I’m perfectly happy doing what I’m doing. I feel like I’m making a real difference out here on the streets. I’m having an impact I wouldn’t be able to have sitting behind a desk filling out reports all day. I love what I do. I love being able to go home at night after locking up the bad guys knowing I made the world a safer place. At the same time, though, I’d like to have the option of moving upward.

			To be honest, I’m sure I’d turn it down. But still, having the ability to move up the ladder would be a nice chit to have in my pocket. Until that day comes, though, I’m perfectly content doing what I’m doing. I’m perfectly happy locking up the killers and thieves. I’m busy making a difference while guys like Winslow are busy kissing ass. And I’m fine with that. 

			I look down at the smoking hole in the ground again and purse my lips. I’m pretty sure I already know which way Winslow is going to run with this—which is probably the same way he always runs. But I already know he’s wrong. Just as he usually is. 

			Which means it’s time to get to work.
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			The doors slide open with that pneumatic hiss I’ve grown to love so much, and the first thing I notice as I stride in is the tall Christmas tree in the corner. It’s been festooned with lights, ornaments, and ungodly amounts of tinsel. It’s like Santa Claus himself came in and threw up all over the place. I glance at Mo knowing she’s responsible for the holiday monstrosity, and she smiles.

			Like every year since I was twelve, though, I’m not feeling the slightest hint of Christmas cheer. I should. I mean, I was given the greatest gift I’ve ever gotten—my sister returned to me. But Kit is still on the run. She’s still in hiding from the people who murdered our parents, and I’m probably not going to get to spend yet another Christmas with her. Which is doubly painful for me this year since I know she’s alive and is out there somewhere.

			“What? It’s the holidays,” Mo protests with a laugh. “I love the holidays and thought this place could use a little Christmas cheer.”

			“What we could use are some hot toddies,” Astra notes. “With peppermint schnapps.”

			“Yeah, dream on,” I say, forcing a grin onto my face since the last thing I want to do is kill their holiday buzz.  

			 My team is already in place at their workstations, and I have no doubt they’ve already heard about the bombing and have been working the case. I’m sure they know more than I do at this point. 

			“All right, do we have a confirmed list of the dead?” I ask as I step to my usual spot at the front of the room. 

			“We do,” Mo replies. “Sadie Holliday, female twenty-four; Kelly Fordham, male thirty-nine; Donovan Peltier, male forty-two; Mason Kurtz; male thirty-five; Angela St. Clair, female thirty-seven; Danielle Silver, female twenty-eight; and Oscar Johnson, male, fifty-one. So far anyway. There are still some people in critical condition who could go either way.” 

			I nod. So, Mason Kurtz is among the dead. He’s a relatively high-profile man, usually on some of Seattle’s most eligible bachelors’ lists and out in the public eye, living his best life. He’s a playboy and a party animal who I’m sure has made a fair few enemies on his way to making Emerald Capital the booming success it is. My thoughts immediately zero in on him, but I know I can’t put blinders on. I have to keep my mind wide open. 

			“Obviously, Kurtz was the head of Em Cap, and the other six on the list of the dead are his top traders,” Astra says. 

			I nod. “All right. I want a full and complete workup on all seven of them,” I order. “Get into their lives. Like all up in their lives. I want to know if they owed anybody anything. I want to know if they pissed off their babysitter or their paperboy. I want anything that could have made them a target—”

			“A target?” Mo asks. “With DHS, DIA, and ATF in on this, I thought we were looking at a terror angle?” 

			“That’s what they’re looking at, yeah,” I clarify.

			“I take it you are going against the grain,” Astra intuits.

			“Don’t I always?”

			She nods. “That could be why people hate you.”

			I shrug. “I’d rather be hated and be right than get along with others and be wrong.”

			“That’s fair,” Astra acknowledges. 

			“All right, so what is our working theory?” Mo asks.

			“We don’t have one just yet,” I tell her. “All I know is this isn’t a terror attack. This was personal. One of those people among the dead was that bomber’s target.” 

			“What makes you think that?” Mo asks.

			Clasping my hands behind my back, I pace back and forth. “Because it doesn’t bear the hallmarks of a terror attack,” I say. “There doesn’t seem to be a religious or political motivation. My understanding is that the intel community hasn’t picked up any chatter or anybody claiming responsibility for the attack. Plus, it was a pretty limited bombing. If this was intended to spread terror, the fact that it was staged in a remote, pretty unknown ski resort kind of defeats that purpose. Let’s face it—a bombing at the Olympic Peaks Resort isn’t going to move the national media needle all that much.”

			Mo nods. “That doesn’t mean it wasn’t a terror attack though.”

			“Granted. And this is just my theory based on my initial observations at the scene,” I reply. “But I’m not one hundred percent married to it. If we get an indicator or information that this was indeed a terror attack, we’ll pivot. But right now, I want to operate like this is a targeted murder disguised as a terror attack.” 

			“I just kind of want to understand your thinking,” Mo says. “Why do you think this is a targeted murder?”

			“Well, to my thinking, if this was terror, they would have picked a better location, for one thing,” I tell her. “Like I said, a random ski resort in a random mountain town that isn’t going to get a lot of coverage doesn’t spread their message very well. It defeats the goal of terrorism—which is to inspire fear to spread their message, yes?” 

			Mo nods. “Yeah, I get that—”

			“There’s also the fact that the explosion was limited to one section of the main lodge hall. It was set at one table,” I go on. “Again, if the goal was to spread fear, they would have wired the entire lodge. They would have done something to up the body count. I mean, let’s face it guys, the world is so cynical these days, seven bodies aren’t going to move the needle much, if at all. So again, if the point was terror, they fail.” 

			“It could be that they’re new to it?” Mo offers. “That they’re learning as they go?”

			I bite back the frustrated reply that sits on the tip of my tongue. Mo is simply doing what she’s supposed to do—look at a case from every angle. My fear, though, is that she’s veering onto the path that Winslow is already on, that she’ll get locked into the idea that this was a terror attack and not be able to see anything else. 

			“Let’s hope that’s not the case,” I say. “For now, though, and until we get contravening information, we’re going to operate as though this is a murder case. And as with any murder case, we’re going to start with victimology. So, I want the workup on the seven dead.”

			Mo looks down at her desk. I can see she’s not thrilled with my idea, but this is one of those times when I have to pull rank. This is my team, my case, and I will run it my way. 

			“Don’t worry, Mo. Like I said, we’re going to keep an open mind and let the facts dictate the case,” I offer. “But with the entire rest of the alphabet soup already covering the terrorism angle, I think it’s okay for us to take a different look.” 

			She nods, seemingly mollified. The doors open again with a pneumatic hiss, which always reminds me of somebody coming on to the bridge of the Enterprise on Star Trek. SAC Rosalinda Espinoza strides through, her jaw clenched and a look of determined resolve on her face. Rosie is in her early fifties with dark hair shot through with gray, warm caramel-colored eyes, and a petite, five-five frame. Don’t let her height fool you, though—she has the presence of someone five times her size. 

			“Is there anybody you haven’t pissed off out there, Wilder?” she asks.

			“I don’t think I’ve pissed you off,” I reply. 

			“Depends on the day,” she says. “But in this particular case, I’m referring to ASAC Winslow of the ATF.”

			“ATF?” Astra asks. “And here I thought your talent of annoying people was confined to one agency.”

			Rosie shakes her head. “It’s like her superpower. I’m pretty sure there isn’t a federal agency that doesn’t have at least one person who hates Blake’s guts.”

			I shrug. “Success breeds contempt and jealousy. What can I say?” I ask with a grin. “But in Winslow’s case, it’s the fact that I have two X chromosomes that make him hate me. And you know that as well as anybody, Rosie.” 

			She sighs and nods. “Yeah, I know. I just wish you’d learn to work and play well with others,” she says. “You need to learn to be a little more political, Blake.” 

			“Yeah, I’d rather not, thanks. Politics is not my world.”

			“If you plan on climbing the ladder, it’s going to have to be.”

			“Which is another reason I should get comfortable right where I am.” 

			Rosie frowns but doesn’t press the issue. This is a conversation we’ve had more than once already, and though she encourages me to keep climbing and shatter certain glass ceilings, most of the time I feel ambivalent about it. It’s like I said, I don’t play politics well, and I feel like I can make a bigger impact here in the CDAU. 

			“All right, anyway,” Rosie goes on. “ATF is taking the lead on the investigation—”

			“Big surprise,” I mutter.

			“They’re putting together an interagency task force,” Rosie says. “I want you to rep the Bureau, Blake.”

			I groan. “Can’t you find somebody else to sit on Winslow’s task force?” 

			“I can. But I won’t. I want you there.”

			I run a hand through my hair. “Rosie, you know that Winslow and I have history. You know that we don’t get along.”

			“You’re going to have to find a way to get along with him.”

			“I can tell you this . . . he’s already got his mind set on what this is and who’s responsible—evidence be damned. You know how he gets locked on to a theory and will not move off it, even when he’s presented with other theories,” I say. “We can do more good and actually find the bomber if we work it here on our own.”

			Rosie sighs. “Why does everything have to be a knife fight with you, Wilder?” 

			“I just want to find the person responsible for this, and I can guarantee you that we aren’t going to do that working with Winslow’s task force,” I press. “We’re going to spend all our time chasing our tails. And while we’re spinning our wheels, more people are going to die. I’m asking you, please send somebody else to sit on the task force.”

			Rosie frowns and shakes her head. “You’re the best I have, and I want you there,” she says, her voice hard. “That’s not a request, Blake. It’s an order.” 

			Without waiting for me to reply, she turns on her heel and marches out of the CDAU as I stand there seething. Mo, Rick, and Astra turn to me with expressions of surprise on their faces. Rosie doesn’t normally give orders like that. She is usually a lot more reasonable and takes my input into consideration. 

			It makes me wonder about some of the politics she has to play herself for her position. It’s not like Rosie at all to do what she just did, which makes me think her superiors pressed on the issue. Which just means that there are going to be that many more eyes on this from up above.

			I have to believe deep down she knows I’m right about Winslow. This task force is going to be nothing more than a circle jerk and an exercise in futility. Winslow is going to make the facts fit his theory rather than let the facts shape his theory. That’s what he’s always done. It’s what he’ll keep on doing, and he’s going to lead this task force exactly where he thinks it should go—not where the facts in evidence take it. I growl to myself and shake my head, my frustration boiling over. I take a couple of beats to gather myself, then raise my eyes and look at my team.

			“All right, this changes nothing,” I tell them. “Mo, do the deep dive on the dead. Rick, give me a workup on those who were wounded.”

			“Shouldn’t we liaise with the task force?” Mo asks.

			“No, you should do what I asked you to do,” I say, harsher than I’d intended. “When this task force goes sideways, I want us to already be running.”

			“When the task force goes sideways?” Astra raises an eyebrow. 

			I shrug. “These things happen. With all the different agencies represented, not everybody is going to be able to get along.”

			Astra gives me a devious grin. “You’re going to get yourself tossed off it, aren’t you?”

			“No, we are going to get ourselves tossed off it. And if we’re doing it right, Winslow’s going to think it’s his idea,” I reply. 

			An evil-sounding chuckle passes Astra’s lips, and even Mo gives me a smile—though she still looks uncertain about going against the direct orders of a superior. As far as she’s come, she still has a healthy respect for authority. But sometimes, to get something done the right way, you need to flout authority and bend the rules. It’s a good thing she’s got Astra and me to show her the error of her ways.
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			“Well, I have to say, it’s quite the sausage fest in here,” Astra comments.

			“Of course it is,” I reply. “It’s Winslow’s natural habitat. I’m convinced Rosie sent us here purposely just to tweak him.” 

			“Sent you here. Not us—you,” she counters with a grin. “You made me come with you.” 

			“Whatever,” I reply. “It worked.”

			“You owe me a very stiff drink for this.”

			“Put it on my tab.”

			We’re seated at a table near the back of the tactical conference room in the ATF’s Seattle field division waiting for the briefing to start. We’re surrounded by about fifty men from half a dozen different agencies. The only other woman in the room I can see is SAC Locke. My remark to Astra was kind of tongue-in-cheek, but as I survey the demographics in the room, I have to wonder how much truth there actually was in my words. I mean, Rosie’s never really ordered me to do something I’m totally uncomfortable with before. And she’s never dismissed my input the way she did in the shop. Did she really send us here just to get under Winslow’s skin? If so, why? 

			I rack my brain, and the only reason I can think of for her putting me in this position is that she’s trying to teach me a lesson. She’s trying to teach me to be more political. She knows how much I detest Winslow, and by forcing me to be part of his task force, she’s trying to force me to find a way to get along with him. I know she’s trying to do me a favor by helping me learn to play well—even with people I despise. It’s not a lesson I care to learn though. Not with somebody like Winslow. The cretin has simply gone a bridge too far with me to ever come back from that. To ever have me be able to work with him. 

			“So, what is the deal with you and Winslow anyway?” Astra asks. 

			“You mean other than me not liking him because he’s a misogynistic pig who thinks it’s clever and funny to call me Title Nine?”

			“Title Nine?”

			A rueful laugh escapes me. “You know, the federal law that prohibits sex-based discrimination in schools and team sports—things like that?” I tell her. “He thinks it’s just hilarious to make the inference that I’m only here because of Title Nine.”

			“Ah. Yeah, that’s why it sounded familiar,” she mutters. “Okay, yeah, what’s the deal between you two aside from that then?”

			“Well, let’s start with the fact that he’s a classic post turtle.”

			She arches an eyebrow at me. “A what?”

			I laugh softly. “A post turtle is an old political joke,” I explain. “Basically, the joke starts with an old man driving down a country road with a young kid. They pass a fence post with a turtle balanced on top, and the old man says it’s a post turtle. The kid asks what that is, and the old man says a post turtle is something you know didn’t get up on the post by himself, but you know doesn’t belong there. You wonder who put him there, you know he can’t get anything done while he’s up there, and you just want to help the poor, dumb thing down. That’s Winslow in a nutshell.”

			A loud guffaw of laughter bursts from Astra’s mouth. She quickly clamps her hand over it, though not before almost all fifty heads in the room turn to look at us. I sit back in my seat and grin at the glowering expressions being cast our way. Eventually, they all turn back around and pick up their conversations where they left off before Astra’s outburst. She laughs softly and turns to me. 

			“That is awful,” she says. “I love it though.”

			“It’s apt,” I reply. “I can guarantee you that Winslow already has a theory, and he’s going to try to twist the facts to fit whatever it is. That’s his M.O. And that theory is probably going to be linked to terrorism. Watch.”

			The door opens, and Winslow strides in, shaking hands and clapping people on the back, pointing to those he can’t get to just to make sure they feel acknowledged. He’s smoother than any politician I’ve ever seen, and the crowd in the room seems to love the guy. That’s one reason it’s tough to gain any traction against him. Though he’s got a lot of detractors—most of them in key positions thankfully—he also has the admiration of a lot of people as well. Taking up a position against him is usually foolhardy. Not that it’s stopped me.

			Winslow steps to the front of the room and stands behind the podium. He holds his hands up to call for quiet, and the buzz of conversation that hung over the room dissipates as everybody turns their attention to him. Winslow is right where he wants to be—in the limelight. The center of attention.

			“All right, people, we’ve got a lot to cover today,” he starts. “You’ve all got the packets with our prelim reports. I hope you’ve all taken time to familiarize yourself with them.”

			Winslow leans down on the podium and scans the room. When he spots me sitting in the back, a sneer crosses his face, but he quickly wipes it away. Even from forty feet away, I can feel the chill in the air.

			“I’ve spoken with a few of our techs and analysts who surveyed the scene, and they agree with me that we’re looking at a case of terrorism,” he says. “We don’t know if it’s ISIS-related, Al-Qaeda, Taliban, or maybe something homegrown yet, but we’re coordinating with some of the other IC agencies to gather more intel.” 

			I glance at Astra. “See?”

			She shrugs. “Doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”

			“It’s showtime.”

			She sighs and sits back in her chair, casually folding her arms over her chest. She looks at me like she’s annoyed, but there’s a small smile flickering across her lips. 

			I raise my hand but don’t wait for him to call on me before I speak. “What brings you to that conclusion that this was an act of terrorism and not, say, a jilted love, or perhaps a disgruntled employee?” 

			He clenches his jaw and stares at me. “The evidence we’ve gathered so far—”

			“What evidence is that exactly, ASAC Winslow?”

			He sighs and runs a hand across his face. “If you had read the packet you were given—”

			“I have. Front to back,” I interrupt. “And I’m still failing to see where any connection to terrorism is outlined. I’m failing to see any evidence that this was a terror attack at all—” 

			“We’ll get to that, Agent Wilder—”

			“It’s actually Supervisory Special Agent,” I correct him.

			A rueful chuckle passes his lips, and I feel all the eyes turning in my direction. The air in the tac room is crackling with tension and hostility as the old boys’ club directs their anger toward me. They obviously don’t appreciate me speaking up, and as I gaze at some of the disdainful looks, it seems clear they think I should know my place. All except for SAC Locke, who’s hiding her mouth with her hand to cover her grin. Winslow, though, is staring at me with baleful eyes and an open sneer on his lips. 

			“SSA Wilder, this is my briefing. This is my task force,” he snaps. “And my expertise tells me this atrocity was committed by a terror group. We’ve had several groups—Islamic extremists as well as a few domestic militia groups under surveillance for some time already. And it’s my opinion one of these groups was involved with the Olympic Peaks bombing.”

			If looks could kill, I’d be dead ten times over already. But I let it roll off me like water off the proverbial duck’s back and give him a grin, letting him know he’s not going to intimidate me. Which, if I’ve profiled him correctly—and I’m certain I have—should make him even angrier and more prone to giving me what I want. I’m sure to catch hell from Rosie for my performance here when she hears about it—and she will hear about it, I’m sure—but the questions I’m asking aren’t out of bounds and are pertinent. 

			“I understand that’s your position, ASAC Winslow,” I say. “I’m simply asking for your justification for it. At this point, for all we know, none of these groups were involved with the bombing.”

			“And they very well may have been.”

			“I’m not saying it’s an impossibility,” I acknowledge. “I’m just saying that before we expend our resources and potentially waste time in the hunt for the bomber, maybe we should have a little more than just your gut feeling to go on.” 

			A few of the heads turn back to Winslow. I take that as a positive sign that some of the old boys’ club is coming around to seeing things my way. Not enough of them though. The majority of the men in the room are still staring at me like they’d enjoy setting me on fire for daring to question their dear leader. 

			“What is your purpose here?” he spits. “Are you here just to aggravate me?”

			“My purpose here is to ensure that we are investigating this bombing in the right way. That we’re not wasting our time chasing down bum leads and false suspects,” I tell him. “My purpose is to catch the person actually responsible for the bombing.”

			“That’s great; we’re on the same page in that regard,” he glowers. “Now, if you’d try to get on the same page in regard to the investigation, that’d be fantastic.” 

			“I’d like to try. But your conclusions to this point are suspect to me. I think we’re making too many leaps in logic and are going to end up chasing our tails,” I say honestly. “And while we’re doing that, more people are going to get hurt.”

			Winslow purses his lips then frowns. I can see the barely controlled rage etched into his features and his face, which has turned a neon shade of red. He takes a deep breath, lets it out, then focuses on me.

			“SSA Wilder, this task force will be following my investigative lead,” he says through gritted teeth. “I’ll remind you at this point that you don’t have to be here. You are free to pursue your own avenue of investigation, you know. If the Bureau doesn’t want a presence on the task force, you know where the door is.” 

			I give him an exaggerated, sweet smile and get to my feet. That’s what I was looking for. Astra is on my heels as we storm out of the tac room and head for the entrance to the ATF division. I hear the sound of quick, efficient steps approaching us from behind, so I stop and turn around, only to find SAC Locke standing there. 

			“You made an enemy in there today,” she says.

			“He’s always been an enemy. I was just reminding him of that,” I say. 

			“What is it with you two?” she asks.

			“Long story,” I reply. “What can I do for you, SAC Locke?” 

			“I’m actually more in agreement with you than with him,” she tells me. “But it’s my job to consider everything.”

			“Understood. So, what is it I can do for you?” I repeat.

			“I’d just like you to keep me in the loop of your investigation. I want to know what you know,” she says. “That way, when we get something definitive, if you’re right, I can pull Homeland out of the task force and reallocate our resources where we need them most. Can you do that for me, SSA Wilder?”

			I nod. “I can do that.”

			“Good. Then I’ll leave you to it,” she says and walks off briskly. 

			Astra casts a glance at me and smiles as she shakes her head. “Rosie’s right, you know. You need to learn how to play the game. You need to learn to play politics.”

			“Not interested.” 

			“You should be if you’re looking to advance.”

			“Again, not real interested,” I say. “Why don’t you start working on climbing the ladder? Get yourself into an administrative spot?” 

			“I’m damaged goods already. Gave one too many people like Winslow the literal finger,” she replies with a grin. “I was hoping to live vicariously through you.”

			We hit the door and step out into the cool morning air. Rosie is definitely not going to be happy with me for this little sideshow. She can peel paint from the walls with her blistering tirades. But she shouldn’t have forced me into this position. Either that or she should have expected me to pull something like this. But whatever. I got what I wanted. She can name somebody else to the task force, and I can go about working my own investigation into the bomb.

			Everybody wins.
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			I got in early this morning to prepare myself for Hurricane Rosie to blow in and wreak havoc across the shop. I keep hoping that she’ll come drop the hammer on me before anybody else gets in because I don’t think lighting me up in front of everybody is an especially good look for me. But Astra comes in and hands me a cup of coffee with the shadow of a grin playing on her face. 

			“I think you’re going to need a little fortification,” she says. “For what it’s worth, it was really nice knowing you.”

			“Is she here?”

			“Passed her in the hallway,” she says. “She told me to tell you to stay put and that she’ll be down in a minute.” 

			“Awesome. This should be fun.” 

			Astra shrugs. “Can’t really say you didn’t know what was going to happen if you pulled the tiger’s tail.” 

			“Doesn’t mean I was wrong to give it a yank.”

			“Doesn’t mean you were right either.”

			A wry grin twists my lips. “I can’t believe you’re siding with her on this.”

			“Hey, I’m not siding with anybody. I’m freaking Switzerland here,” she protests. “I’m just giving you my open, unbiased observations here.” 

			I take a drink of the coffee she brought me and study her. She’s uncharacteristically subdued, and I can tell she’s holding back on me. Which also isn’t like her. Astra is one of the very few people in my life who gives me the whole and unvarnished truth—whether I want to hear it or not. Unlike too many other people in my life, Astra has never been afraid to tell me like it is. Or at least, the way she sees it. It’s one of the things I appreciate most about her. Which is why it’s bothering me so much to see her pulling her punches right now. 

			“Out with it,” I demand. 

			“Out with what?” 

			“With whatever it is you’re choking on right now.” 

			A soft smile touches her lips. “I’m not actually choking on anything right now,” she says. “I’m simply trying to learn that discretion is the better part of valor.”

			“Meaning?” 

			“Meaning that you’re pretty fired up about this whole thing with Winslow right now. I’ve never seen you openly defy an order the way you did yesterday. I mean, Rosie wanted us to be part of that task force—”

			“Oh, it’s us now, eh?” I interrupt with a soft laugh. “You were more than happy to put it all on me and say I was dragging you along against your will yesterday.”

			She grins. “To be fair, I didn’t say against my will.”

			“Fine, fine,” I reply. “So, what’s bothering you about all of this? I mean, this isn’t the first time I’ve disobeyed Rosie.”

			“You’ve bent orders before, sure. But I’ve never seen you outright reject them the way you did with this task force.”

			“All right, that’s fair. But again, why is it bothering you?” 

			I pace the front of the room, sipping on my coffee as she thinks about her words. I don’t particularly care for the idea that Astra is self-editing with me, but I need to give her the space to lay it out in the way she sees fit.

			“I get why you have a beef with Winslow, and yeah, he sounds like an absolute prick. I get it,” she says. “But there’s a small part of me that worries you’re dismissing his theories simply because you do have a beef with him.”

			I stare at Astra and frown. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

			“Are you sure? I mean, you went in with both guns blazing yesterday, Blake,” she points out. “You didn’t want to hear a thing he said, and you just kept hammering away at him.”

			I stop pacing and lean against a desk. “So, do you think he’s right? Based on what we have evidence-wise right now, are you comfortable calling this an act of terrorism?”

			She shrugs. “Based on what we have right now, I’m not comfortable calling it anything,” she replies. “But I don’t think we can rule out his theory—just as we can’t rule out yours. The problem is we don’t have enough to know one way or the other just yet, Blake. But you went into that task force meeting with an agenda—to prove you were right, and he was wrong. To be completely honest, you’re being as close-minded about your theory as Winslow is about his. You’re kind of doing exactly what you’re accusing him of.”

			“Wow,” I say. “Don’t hold back.”

			She laughs quietly. “You did say out with it.”

			“That’s true.”

			I purse my lips and let Astra’s words rattle around in my head for a minute. If I take a hard look at myself, I guess I’d have to say she’s right. I am so stridently anti-Winslow, it’s possible I’m shutting myself off to outside input. I may be just as locked into my own theory as he is. I absolutely hate to think that she’s right. Like, really hate it. But I force myself to be honest and have to admit that she is.

			“I hate you so much right now,” I say with a smile.

			She shrugs. “Just telling you how I see it. And besides, you asked.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I mutter. “So, do you think we need to rejoin the task force?”

			“I didn’t say that. I don’t think I’d wish Winslow on my worst enemy,” she replies. “I’m just saying you should broaden your view and don’t dismiss the possibility that it was an act of terror out of hand.” 

			“That’s fair,” I admit with a sigh.

			The doors to the shop slide open and Rosie comes marching in, her body tight and jaw clenched. I take a drink of my coffee and brace myself. Her face is flushed, and her nostrils are flaring—never a good sign. Her brow is furrowed, and she’s got that angry bull look about her she tends to get when she’s about to tear somebody a new one.

			“I received a phone call from ASAC Winslow last night,” she starts.

			“I’m not surprised.” 

			“I told you I wanted you to be part of the task force.”

			“I know you did,” I reply. “And I told you I didn’t want to be part of it.” 

			“That’s the thing about orders, Blake. You don’t get to pick and choose which ones you’re going to follow.”

			“So, I should just accept the idea of working with a misogynist? I should just swallow it down every time he calls me ‘Title Nine’ or makes some other sexist remark?” I say. “I should just find a way to deal with a man who seems to enjoy lording his position over me and running me down because I’m a woman?” 

			Rosie cocks her head and looks at me as if she’s hearing all of this for the first time. In her defense, I suppose she is. I’ve spent most of my career swallowing down the sexist, macho male crap that’s prevalent in the world of law enforcement. I’ve always done my best to rise above it and take the high road, but some guys are so egregiously misogynistic, I just can’t let them get away with it and not say anything. 

			“Why haven’t you ever mentioned any of this before?” Rosie asks.

			“Because I don’t want any of that garbage to define me or my career,” I reply hotly. “Because I deal with it in my own way and try to keep it from impacting my job performance. But when I tell you I do not want to work with a guy like Winslow, it’s always for a reason, Rosie. It’s not because I’m being a baby or throwing a fit. I always have a reason. You know me better than that. You know I don’t refuse to work with somebody arbitrarily or just because they hurt my feelings.” 

			“You should tell me these things, Blake. I need to understand your motivations sometimes because they’re not always clear to me,” she tells me. 

			“I tried to tell you.”

			She rakes her fingers through her hair. “All right, that’s fair. I get that,” she says. “But we could have avoided this whole situation had you just spoken up from the start.” 

			“Yeah, I’m doing a whole lot of things wrong here lately,” I mutter.

			“What do you mean?”

			I shake my head. “Nothing. It’s no big deal.” 

			Rosie stands there with her hands on her hips for a moment, a frown creasing her lips. There’s a tension in the air that hasn’t quite dissipated yet. 

			“All right, so what are we going to do about this situation?” she asks.

			I grimace and steel myself. “I’d honestly prefer to stay as far away from Winslow as I can,” I tell her. “But if you order me back, I’ll go and won’t make more trouble. I’ll do my job.”

			Rosie and Astra exchange a look as Rosie starts to tap her foot on the floor impatiently. She frowns and seems to be thinking it over. I can tell part of her wants me on the task force—for reasons I can’t fathom because it’s above my pay grade. 

			“All right, I can have somebody else fill in on the task force. The Director will have my head if the Bureau doesn’t have a voice in this investigation,” Rosie says. “And I assume you are going to be running a concurrent investigation?” 

			I nod. “You would be correct.”

			She frowns. “Don’t you think you’re going to be covering the same ground as Winslow’s task force?” 

			“We might. But I’ve got an idea of the direction I want us to start looking, which is in the opposite direction Winslow will be looking,” I say and cast a meaningful look at Astra. “But I’m keeping an open mind, and I’ll let the facts dictate the direction of the case. Which means, yeah, we may end up covering some of the same ground.”

			“Okay then, I want you to share your information with Winslow,” she says. “Or rather, have somebody liaise with him to pass on any information you dig up.” 

			“Fair enough,” I say.

			She turns to Astra. “Keep her on the straight and narrow, Russo,” Rosie says. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be keeping her impulses in check, you know.”

			“Oh sure, boss. No sweat. Do you want me to have the sun rise in the west tomorrow too?” Astra says sardonically.

			Rosie chuckles softly. “I’m serious. Keep her in line,” she says. “And make sure you share information. This is too important, and there are too many eyes on it to screw up over stupid turf fights.” 

			I snap her a salute. “Yes, boss.” 

			Rosie looks from me to Astra and back again. She nods to herself then turns and strides out of the shop. Astra gives me a grin. 

			“Well, that didn’t go anywhere near as poorly as I expected it to,” she says.

			“That makes two of us,” I sigh. “I’m just glad she can see reason.” 

			“Reason? More like reason adjacent,” she says. 

			“Stuff it,” I say.

			“Aye, aye. Stuffing it, boss lady.”

			I glance at my watch. Mo and Rick should be coming in any minute now. And now that I have the albatross that is Ellis Winslow off my neck, we can get to the business at hand—solving this case and taking down a bomber before he hurts anybody else. And before Winslow and his task force. 

			“All right,” I say. “Let’s get to work.” 
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			“All right, I know you guys have your thoughts on how we should be approaching this investigation,” I announce to my team. “And I respect your opinions. I’ve recently gotten a reminder to keep myself from becoming something I despise. And a reminder to see things as they are and not how I want them to be.” 

			I cast a look at Astra who flashes me a smug smile as she sits back in her seat. Mo and Rick are sitting at their workstations watching me in silence. I know they don’t know all the details of what’s happening behind the scenes, but they don’t need to. All they need to know is that we’re getting this investigation on track in the right way. 

			“We’re going to let the facts steer our investigation,” I tell them. “And I’m sorry if I made you feel my personal agenda was going to interfere with that. I won’t let that happen again.”

			“Yeah, see that you don’t,” Rick finally cracks, breaking the tension in the shop and giving everybody a laugh. 

			“All right, good,” I say. “Let’s get to work. Where are we with the dead, Mo?” 

			“Still working my way through them. I’m trying to be as thorough as possible,” she says. “But nothing popped on the first two backgrounds I ran.”

			“Okay, keep digging.”

			“Will do,” she nods.

			“What about you, Rick? Anything interesting on the wounded?” 

			“Actually, yeah. I have a guy named Roger Witherspoon—he’s another of the traders at Em Cap, obviously,” he tells me. “Anyway, this guy was in big-time debt. Living way beyond his means. And I mean like way beyond.”

			“These guys make a fortune,” Astra says. “How was he broke?” 

			“He’s got a fondness for gambling, this guy. And he’s obviously not very good at it. Credit cards are maxed, and he’s got nothing in savings,” he tells us. 

			“So, how is he able to live that lifestyle?” Astra muses.

			“I’m guessing he owes somebody a lot of money right now,” I reply.

			“A loan shark?”

			“Payday loans for the rich,” I say. “I have a feeling he was counting on the fat bonuses they handed out at their rich guy retreat to pay his loan shark back.” 

			“Do we really think a loan shark had somebody bomb the resort because this guy hadn’t paid him back?” Mo asks. “I mean, that seems kind of counterintuitive. If the guy is dead, he can’t pay back his loan.” 

			“Yeah, but most loan sharks are mobbed up,” Astra points out. “And those guys aren’t known for their patience or tolerance of those who stiff them.” 

			Mo shrugs, conceding the point. “Yeah, I guess so.”

			“I personally don’t think Witherspoon or his loan shark have anything to do with this case,” I say. “But it’s the first thing that’s popped, and we’re going to look at every angle, so since this is first up, it’s on us to talk to him. I don’t have to tell you guys that time isn’t on our side. There might be more bombings yet to come, so we need to get ahead of this.”

			“What makes you think this isn’t an isolated incident?” Rick asks. 

			“My gut,” I tell him honestly. “It’d be great if it was just a one-off. And if it is, great. But we still need to catch the guy who did it. Something tells me there’s more coming though. And before it does, I want to have as much information as we can and have ruled out as many people as possible. If this bomber isn’t driven by politics or religion and is driven by something personal, as I fear, he might be very hard to catch.” 

			“Why is that?” Rick asks. 

			“If it’s personal, we’re going to need to find the motivation for his attacks. We need to find the trigger. Which, frankly, could be anything. It could be the tiniest perceived slight. It only has to make sense to the bomber,” I explain. “Which is why we need to really focus on victimology. We need to find something in the backgrounds of the victims. We need to find connections. Something—anything—that could be the basis for a bombing.”

			“Got it,” Mo nods. 

			“All right, Astra and I are going to the hospital to question Witherspoon,” I say. “You two keep digging deep into everybody at that retreat. Get into their socials, their financials, dig up anything and everything you can. Also, expand the search to include religious or political extremist ideologies. Posts on social, memberships to subversive groups. If they belong to a radical book club, I want to know about it.”

			“Aye, aye, Captain,” Rick says.

			Mo nods. “On it.”

			I turn to Astra and nod to the door. “Let’s go.” 
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			After stopping for a fresh coffee, we make our way over to the hospital. Most of the victims of the bombing that could be moved were brought here to the Swedish Medical Center in downtown Seattle. There are a few people still up in the hospital in Snoqualmie who were too unstable to move yet. When they are stable, they’ll likely be brought down here as well. 

			Lucky for us, Roger Witherspoon is here already. Most of his wounds are reportedly of the superficial variety. After speaking with the charge nurse, we found his room and stepped inside. Astra closes the door behind us, and he sits up in his bed, a look of curiosity blended with fear crossing his face. 

			Witherspoon looks to be in his mid-forties with blonde hair that’s thinning on top. He’s sporting a wide, handlebar mustache like he thinks he’s Wyatt Earp or something. He’s not a very big man—I’d judge him to be somewhere between five-eight or five-nine—and is thin. His cheeks are pocked, his eyes are rimmed red, and he’s got spiderwebbing on a nose that’s not quite bulbous but is close to it. Must be why he’s got the eccentric mustache—to draw the eyes away from his nose. 

			We badge him. “Blake Wilder, Astra Russo,” I say. “We’re with the FBI, and we’d like to ask you a few questions if you’re up for it.”

			“Sure, why not? I’ve only spoken to half a dozen people today, all of them with different letters than yours,” he replies, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Why not tell the same story again instead of you talking to one of your colleagues?” 

			“I understand your frustration, Mr. Witherspoon,” I say. “I promise we won’t take up much of your time.”

			He waves a hand irritably. “Fine. Ask your questions.” 

			Astra leans against the wall beside the door, and I walk over to the other side of his bed. It’s a common tactic we use to keep him from being able to focus on both of us at the same time. With him only able to pay attention to one of us—usually the person speaking—the other person can keep a close watch on his expressions and his posture. The old saying about ninety percent of communication being nonverbal is very true. We learn a lot by watching how they react physically when being questioned. 

			“All right, first of all, can you walk us through the sequence of events that led up to the explosion,” I start. “What was happening?” 

			He sighs and recounts the entire evening, which consisted of a cocktail hour, a formal dinner, speeches, then dessert. They never made it to the after-dessert drink hour because the bomb went off as desserts were being served. 

			“And did you see anybody suspicious lurking around?” Astra asks. “Anybody who looked out of place? Anybody acting suspiciously or—”

			He shakes his head. “No. Nothing like that. Other than the catering staff, lodge employees, and the people from Em Cap, nobody was there who shouldn’t have been,” he says. “At least, not that I saw.” 

			“And where were you in relation to the explosion?” I ask. 

			“I was across the room at another table,” he says. “I heard somebody call my name and when I looked up, that’s when the whole world went to hell.”

			“You’ve heard the names of the dead by now?” I ask.

			He nods, an expression of sadness on his face. “Yeah. I heard.”

			“Were all seven seated at the same table?”

			He nods again. “Yeah, they were all over there. I was supposed to be over there but came to Janie’s table to chat her up. I . . .”

			His voice trails off and he looks away, his expression darkening. It’s not hard, though, to see the grief etched into his features. And the relief. If not for him trying to get some woman to go to bed with him, he, too, might have been blown to pieces.

			I look up at Astra, and she gives me a subtle nod. He seems to be sincere, which is the same read I have on him. But now comes the hard part of the interview and the part where I expect a lot more obfuscation—or just outright lies.

			“Mr. Witherspoon, we know you’ve been having some financial . . . difficulties,” I start.

			His face grows tight, and he clenches his jaw as he looks at me. “What does that have to do with anything?”  

			“Maybe nothing,” I say.

			“Maybe something,” Astra adds.

			He looks from her to me and back again. I can see his mind working as he tries to sort out how much we already know. 

			“I’m not asking to shame you, nor am I saying the fact that you’re in debt has anything to do with anything,” I tell him. “But we have to follow every line of inquiry open to us. And the fact of the matter is you’ve been living well beyond your means for a while now.” 

			He seems to draw inward and crosses his arms over his chest and raises his chin defiantly. Witherspoon obviously thinks we’re overstepping here. 

			“Yeah, well, I’m hardly unique in that,” he spits. “Most of this country lives beyond its means anymore. It’s the American way.”

			He says it like it’s perfectly normal and that he’s no different from anybody else in that regard, while totally ignoring the fact that it’s his gambling that put him in the hole he’s in. That is not like most of the people in the country today. 

			“Perhaps, but I’m wondering where you came up with the cash to fund your lifestyle,” I say. “In your financials, I noticed you were still able to go on several trips, pay your mortgage, and pay the note on your Bentley Continental GT—that can’t be cheap.”

			“They’re somewhere between two and three hundred grand,” Astra confirms. 

			He clears his throat but continues to stare at us defiantly. “I’ve got a nice rainy-day nest egg tucked away.”

			“No,” Astra counters. “I’m afraid you gambled that away too.” 

			His face flushes, and he looks away. Witherspoon obviously didn’t expect us to know his debts were incurred because he’s a bad gambler. He finally looks back at me and frowns.

			“Yeah, well, I’ve had a bad luck streak. It happens,” he says. “Next week, I’ll probably be flush again. No big deal. I’m a gambler by nature. That’s why I work the job I work.”

			“Uh-huh,” I say. “So, tell me this then, Mr. Witherspoon, how are you getting through the lean times? When you’re on a bad streak, how do you fund yourself?” 

			He shrugs. “I’ve got stashes of cash everywhere for the lean times. Not that it’s any concern of yours,” he says. “I manage to get by.” 

			“Let me be more specific,” I press. “What is the name of your loan shark? The name of the man who loans you money to get you through the lean times? Also, I can’t say for sure whether a US Attorney would be inclined to press charges against you, so any help you offer now can only help your cause.”

			I honestly don’t think any prosecuting attorney would go after a guy like Witherspoon for borrowing money from a loan shark. I’m pretty sure there is no law against taking a loan from a loan shark. So far as I know, being stupid and an idiot with your money isn’t a crime. But I bet he doesn’t know that either, which gives me a tiny bit of leverage. And I’ll take all the leverage I can get right now. 

			“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he stammers.

			“You do though. You’ve got a guy who loans you cash—probably at an exorbitant interest rate—to get you through the unlucky streaks,” Astra says. “Only, this one has gone on longer than usual, hasn’t it? I mean, you’re really down on your luck right now, aren’t you?” 

			He clears his throat. “It’s fine. It’s going to turn around.”

			“I’m sure it will,” I press. “But I want the name of your money man. Who is keeping you afloat these days?” 

			“Why? It’s not like he has anything to do with what happened up at the Olympic.”

			Astra arches an eyebrow at him. “Are you sure about that?”

			“How much do you owe, and how overdue are your payments?” I ask.

			He pales as he looks at us, as if the thought that his money man might have tried to take his pound of flesh had only just occurred to him. Witherspoon suddenly looks nervous. Antsy. He’s fidgeting and can’t seem to sit still, perhaps afraid that one of his money man’s guys is going to burst through the door and finish what he started at the resort. 

			“You don’t really think he has anything to do with the bombing, do you?” he asks, a slight quaver in his voice. 

			I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m just saying we need to pose the question to him.”

			“But I will say,” Astra jumps in, “that you yourself said you were supposed to be sitting at the table where the bomb had been set. You should have been there at that table. That’s what you said. If not for—”

			“I recall what I said, thank you,” he growls. 

			He runs a hand over his face, the stubble on his cheeks making a dry, scratchy sound. I can see the conflict and the fear in Witherspoon’s eyes. He’s torn. Tell us and potentially get himself into even more trouble than he’s already in. Or refuse to tell us, send us away, and take his chances that nobody’s going to show up here and put two in his head. He looks to be on the verge of panic as he tries to make his decision.

			Witherspoon looks down at his hands, his entire body trembling. Neither option before him is a good one, and I don’t envy him. But this is what happens when you deal with the sorts of people he’s dealing with. 

			“Fine,” he sighs. “I’ll tell you. But I want protection.” 

			“We’ll see what we can do,” I promise.

			“I need more than that. I need protection,” he insists. “If I give him up, he’s going to kill me. Or at least have one of his guys do it. Either way, he’s going to kill me if I rat him out.”

			“I’m not the US Attorney who would be handling any potential cases, Mr. Witherspoon. So, I can’t absolutely guarantee you protection,” I tell him honestly. “But the USA usually listens to us and heeds our advice. And I promise you that I will tell her that you’ve been cooperative and that you need protection. I’ll do everything I can to see that you get it.”

			He sighs, and the misgivings he has are written clearly upon his face. His fear tells me that his money guy is definitely mobbed up. An independent contractor, if you will, wouldn’t inspire this sort of fear I’m seeing in him right now. 

			“All right. Fine. I guess that’s the best I’m going to get out of you,” he says. “But swear to me that you’ll put in a good word. That you’ll make them take your advice.”

			“I swear that I’ll do everything in my power.”

			“I mean, I’ll tell you his name, but I really don’t think he’s got anything to do with this,” he says. “It’s not his style.”

			“The name?” I press.

			He frowns and remains silent for a long moment. Witherspoon shakes his head and lowers his gaze to his hands once more. 

			“Artie,” he finally breaks the silence. “His name is Artie Genaro.”

			“Of the Abetti Crime Family?” Astra asks.

			“One and the same.”

			I nod. “All right, thank you. I’ll speak to the US Attorney about this. It’s going to be up to her to see if she’s going to press charges against you or not,” I tell him. “But I will impress upon her that you have been cooperative and that you need protection.” 

			“Thank you,” he whispers. 

			Astra and I walk out of his room with a name but little more than that. The Abetti Crime Family has been known to use bombs to get their point across, but it’s usually more specific and targeted—somebody’s car. And I personally had never heard of them going after somebody who owed them money before. But hey, times are growing tighter, and every penny matters. Maybe even to people like the Abettis. 

			Personally, I think this is a dead end, and by the look on her face, I can tell Astra does too. She looks over at me, and I give her a shrug. 

			“No stone unturned, right?” I ask.

			“No stone unturned,” she replies. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Genaro’s Fine Meats; Capitol Hill District, Seattle

			Artie Genaro runs his loan sharking business out the back of his butcher shop in Capitol Hill. It’s something of an open secret in the area. For the life of me, I’ve never understood why the SPD hasn’t shut him down. The only reason I’ve been able to come up with is that ol’ Artie has greased the right palms in the city power structure.

			People like to say that prostitution is the world’s oldest profession. But I’ve always believed corrupt politicians have been around much longer. Of course, given that the job descriptions of both professions are roughly the same, it’s probable that the people who coined the phrase just lumped the hookers in with the politicians. 

			We find a space along the curb and park, then climb out. The day is sunny but cool, and fat, fluffy clouds drift across the endless sea of blue above. The sidewalk cafés are full, and people are strolling along the sidewalks in clusters. For the middle of a weekday, the area is pretty busy. But then, Capitol Hill is hipster heaven, and things work differently here.

			“Doesn’t anybody have jobs they need to be at?” Astra remarks. 

			“Times, they are a-changin’,” I grin, quoting Bob Dylan. “The nine-to-five is a thing of the past. Haven’t you kept up?”

			“Apparently not.”

			We walk down the street until we find ourselves in front of Artie’s shop. I’ve always thought it weird that a mob-adjacent loan shark and bookie would run his business out of a place like Capitol Hill. But it’s got the look and feel of an old-time butcher shop. It’s a throwback to a bygone era. And tucked away among the vinyl record shops, secondhand stores, and gourmet coffee houses, it seems to fit right in. It’s the perfect camouflage. 

			I push the door open, and the bell above us jingles. The walls of the place are painted a soft powder blue with white accents, and the tiles on the floor are black and white checkers. Right in front of us is a counter with the register, and to our left, large display cases are filled with meat of every kind. A large man with a head of frizzy, dark hair pulled back under a hairnet with a craggy face and a potbelly underneath a white apron smeared with blood is behind the cases and gives us a wide smile. 

			“I didn’t know today was our pork delivery,” he says. “I don’t recall ordering any extra bacon this time out.”

			I glance at Astra and grin. “He’s got jokes. Thinks he’s funny.”

			“Right. Pigs. I get it. That’s funny,” she says then turns to the man behind the counter. “That the most original thing you can come up with? It’s no wonder the mob is dying off. Seems like a lack of creativity as much as anything.”

			He frowns. “What do you want?”

			“We want to talk to Artie,” I say. 

			“Artie ain’t here.” 

			“Uh-huh,” I say. “Mind if we check for ourselves?” 

			“It’s not that we don’t trust you to be honest with us,” Astra adds. “But we don’t trust you to be honest with us.” 

			“Got a warrant?” he asks with a smug grin.

			“Do we need one? We just want to have a quick word with Artie.” 

			“You can’t come back here without a warrant,” he counters. “I know my rights.”

			I nod. “You do know your rights. I’m impressed,” I reply. “And if you want to go that way, that’s fine. We can shut this place down while we wait for a warrant to arrive. But then we’ll be obligated to search every square inch of this place.”

			“We’ll root around in everything and really get deep into this place. You know, kind of like truffle pigs,” Astra adds. “And what is it you think we might turn up?” 

			“Or you can give us a couple of minutes with Artie, we don’t see anything out of place here, and we leave right after we finish our chat,” I finish. 

			He hesitates, his eyes darting back and forth as he considers his options. That tells me there’s a lot in here he doesn’t want us to see. Which is good for us. He frowns and nods his head to the door behind the counter. 

			“Good choice,” I say.

			“Yeah, whatever.” 

			We walk through the door he pointed us to and walk through the supply room. Racks of shelves hold butcher paper, register tape, rags, cleaning solution—everything required to run a legit business. At the back of the supply room, though, is an office door. It’s halfway open, and light spills out onto the floor, dispelling some of the gloom that surrounds us. I can hear a man’s voice inside. It sounds like he’s on the phone. We step to the door and push it open. Artie is indeed on the phone and looks up when he sees us standing there.

			“I gotta call you back,” he says then hangs up the phone and gives us a smile. “Officers, what can I do for you?” 

			We badge him. “Actually, agents,” I correct him. “SSA Wilder, Special Agent Russo.”

			“Well, la-dee-da. My mistake,” he crows.

			Artie is a guy in his mid- to late-fifties. He’s tall and lanky and looks a lot like I imagine Ichabod Crane would have looked like, with a long neck and prominent Adam’s Apple. He’s got a hook nose and a long, angular face with a fringe of white hair around his head. He’s wearing thick, coke-bottle glasses over green eyes, and his skin is paler than a bowl of milk. 

			His office is surprisingly neat and tidy. To be fair, the entire shop is exceedingly clean—everything has a place, and everything’s in its place. That’s something I didn’t expect. Artie himself is well put together, his clothes looking clean and pressed, his appearance almost fastidious. I expected a mob guy to be a little sloppy, but Artie here is well-groomed and even looks like he gets regular manicures. 

			“So, what can I do for the Feebs today?” he asks. 

			“Just answer a few questions for us,” I reply. 

			“Shoot,” he says. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

			“You sure about that?” Astra asks.

			He grins. “Well, since you didn’t come in here with a warrant, you’re just going to have to take my word for it.”

			“Tell us about Roger Witherspoon.”

			Artie leans back in his chair, steeples his fingers in front of him, and smiles. “Ah yes, Roger. Good old Rog. Nice guy but can’t pick a winner to save his life. Always takes the long shots and underdogs, that guy.”

			“Is that how he got into you? Picking long shots?” Astra asks. “And he needed to borrow money from you?”

			“There somethin’ wrong with lending a little money to a friend in need?” he counters.

			“So he was in need,” I push.

			“Let’s just say his finances were a little . . . less than fluid,” he tells us with a grin on his face. 

			“You’re just a regular one-stop financial shop,” Astra says.

			“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m a generous fellow,” he says. “I like to think I provide a necessary service to the people of my community who need it. Keeps me entertained. Helps them out. Everybody wins.” 

			“Uh-huh,” I reply. “How magnanimous of you.”

			“I do try my best,” he says. 

			“How much was Witherspoon into you for?” Astra asks. 

			Artie nods. “Seventy-three thousand, four hundred twelve dollars, and thirteen cents.” 

			Astra and I both whistle low as he rattles off the figure—though to be honest, I thought he would owe more than that. Still, that’s not an insubstantial amount. But is it enough to blow up a resort and kill a bunch of people? I don’t know. Only one way to find out though.

			“So, since you know about the bombing, you know I have to ask,” I say.

			He grins. “You really think I’m so stupid as to try and take out Witherspoon?” he asks. “Come on, now. If I killed him, how would I recover the money he owes me? That makes absolutely no sense, agents. Think about it.” 

			“People have killed for less. I mean, that’s quite a bit of money,” I say. “How far was he in arrears?” 

			“He was four weeks overdue,” Artie says. “But Roger assured me that he would be getting a bonus at that retreat big enough that he would be able to pay me back to the penny. So, again, how would it be smart for me to kill him when I was going to be paid?” 

			Astra and I exchange a glance, and I frown. What he’s saying makes sense, and it lines up with my initial thoughts on this lead. If you could even call it a lead, anyway. I don’t get the idea that Artie is being deceptive or hiding anything from me. At least, not as it pertains to the bombing. I’m convinced he didn’t try to take Witherspoon out. 

			“What about your bosses?” I ask. 

			“My bosses?” 

			“The Abetti Family,” Astra says. 

			He scoffs. “They’re not my bosses. I work for myself.”

			“But you can’t deny that you’ve got connections to the Abettis,” she presses. “That you sometimes work for them.”

			“Just because I may sometimes do accounting work for them—which, last I checked, is still very legal—doesn’t mean I’m beholden to them. Nor does it mean that they’re my bosses.” 

			“Wow,” I say. “Did we hit a nerve? You seem a little sensitive about that.” 

			He gives us an inscrutable look. “I just don’t like it being said that I’m not my own man or didn’t build my business on my own.”

			“All right, all right. Settle down now,” Astra says with a laugh. “All we’re asking is whether you think the Abettis might have tried to take Witherspoon out. Or anybody else up at the resort that night.”

			“Not that I know of, no,” he replies. “I don’t see why they’d have anything to do with it. They certainly aren’t going to go after Witherspoon on my account. Not that I’d even want them to in the first place.” 

			“So, you can’t think of any grudges they might bear against anybody at Em Cap?” 

			“As I said, I’m not up in their business, and they’re not up in mine,” he shrugs. “If you want to know something about them, go ask them yourself. I may do a little business with them from time to time, but I wouldn’t say we’re close or anything like that.” 

			“Fair enough,” I say. “Well, thank you for your time, Artie.”

			“Always happy to help our federal government when I can,” he replies with a grin. “Why don’t you ladies pick up a couple o’ ribeyes on your way out? On the house.”

			“I’m going to take you up on that,” Astra says. “Thank you.”

			He gives us a gracious smile and a nod as we step out of his office. Astra grabs a couple of thick, juicy steaks, and we head out, but my gut is already telling me that this has been the wrong lead—and the more time we waste down this particular rabbit hole is more time that the bomber is out there.

			But we can’t stop now. No stone unturned.   
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			Old Country Social Club; Capitol Hill District, Seattle

			A few blocks away from Artie’s butcher shop is the seat of the Italian mob’s power in Seattle—the Old Country Social Club. Which should tell you all you need to know about the power the Italian mob has here. It’s waning, to be sure. The Armenians, Russians, and Chinese Triads have all moved in and carved up Seattle, staking claims to wide swaths of real estate, often through bloody, violent means, to call their own. 

			And all the while, the power, territory, and influence the Italians once wielded has diminished. It’s dwindled to almost nothing these days, in fact. But that doesn’t mean the Italians are toothless and without some shred of power. They still have their claws in many different businesses like prostitution, extortion, racketeering, and drugs, of course. They’ve also still got the cops and several prominent politicians in their pockets. They’re paid up with the right people and so still operate with impunity. 

			The Old Country, like Artie’s shop, is something of an anachronism. A throwback to the old days when Italian wiseguys with pinky rings, fat cigars, and names like Tony the Nose and Pipewrench Pete ruled the city. Which, of course, made it fit into the Capitol Hill scene. Truth be told, I think the hipsters around here actually like having old-school mobsters living in their midst. It’s like they think it gives their neighborhood a certain gravitas or something. 

			The interior is dimly lit and very moody. The wood is all dark and well-polished, the fabric of the chairs and sofas done in deep greens. To our right is a long bar that takes up nearly an entire wall. A mirror hangs behind it, flanked by shelves that contain high-end bottles of liquor. There are two wells with half a dozen taps and stools that line the front of the bar. 

			To our left is an oversized fireplace that’s burning low. Several large, plush wingbacks are arranged around it for people to engage in quiet conversation. The atmosphere is staid and heavy, and when we walk in, there are a little more than a dozen men in finely tailored suits scattered about. They all turn and look at us, eyes narrowing and jaws clenching. The mob’s social club is even more misogynistic than law enforcement. While cops will tolerate women in the workplace—so long as they know their place—mobsters believe a woman’s place is in the home squeezing out kids and keeping the house. Or at least, overseeing the staff who keeps the house. 

			The social club is strictly off-limits to women—unless they’re granted a special dispensation. But those usually only go to strippers and prostitutes. Every once in a while, though, they’ll allow women through the door to celebrate a birthday, a release from prison, or some other noteworthy event. But outside of those occasions, women are verboten within the walls of the Old Country. A sentiment being made very clear to us by all the hard stares being cast our way.  

			“Afternoon, gentlemen,” I say and flash my badge. “I’m SSA Wilder and this is Special Agent Russo. We’re with the FBI, and we’d like to have a word with Federico Abetti please.”

			A short, heavyset man with a thick, dark beard and mustache, black hair that’s slicked back, and dark eyes stands up. He walks over, giving us the old elevator eyes as he walks around us in a circle. I know his type well enough to know this is him trying to assert dominance. This is him showing us that he’s the one in charge here and the one we should be fearing.

			The trouble is, I don’t fear him. Underneath that bravado and swagger is a coward. His own fear is as thick as his cheap cologne and nearly makes me gag. But he does cover it well. He puts on a brave face, but it’s nothing more than a façade. I can see it in his eyes. He completes the circuit and stands in front of us, his eyes still sliding up and down our bodies. He’s overcompensating by trying to hypersexualize us—he wants his friends to think he’s as tough and masculine as he pretends to be. 

			“What you want with Fez?” 

			Fez must be their nickname for Federico. It’s his way of telling me he knows him intimately. In ways, I’ll never know him because not only am I an outsider—I’m a Fed. That’s two big strikes against me, and because of those things—in addition to being a woman—I’ll never be in his inner circle. He’s just making sure I know that—and know my place. 

			“I just want to have a quick conversation with him,” I say.

			“You got a warrant?” 

			“Do I need a warrant to have a chat with him?” 

			“I’ve learned that whenever you have to deal with a Fed, you either demand a warrant from them, or you have a lawyer at hand,” he counters.

			“That’s cynical.”

			“That’s reality.” 

			“We just need to speak with him.”

			“About what?” the man presses.

			“About a matter for his ears only,” Astra says. “You can either go get your boss and tell him we’re here, or you can get out of our way, and we’ll go find him ourselves.” 

			“Yeah, you’re not gonna do anything of the sort,” he grumbles. “Feds ain’t welcome here.” 

			“I think you two need to go,” says another man who gets to his feet.

			Unlike the first man, the second man is tall—six-two, at least. He’s got green eyes, dark hair, and a smooth, unlined almost baby face. He’s fit, though, and looks like he works out regularly. Unlike the first guy, he cuts an imposing figure. Him, I’m intimidated by. But I manage to hold my ground anyway. The others around the club all get to their feet, and the air in the club is suddenly thick with tension and the whispered hint of violence. 

			“All right, let’s take it easy,” I say. “We’re not looking for any trouble here.”

			“We just need to have a conversation with Federico,” Astra says. 

			“And if I say no?” the first guy asks. 

			“Then we’re going to have a problem,” I reply. “Look fellas, we just need to have a very brief, very civil conversation—”

			“Yeah, we heard you,” the second man grumbles. “We just don’t believe you.”

			“Everybody relax.”

			A man in a three-piece suit steps out of a door against the rear wall. He’s tall and lean. He’s athletic with a runner or swimmer’s body. The man takes care of himself. His hair is sandy blonde, and his eyes are green. He’s got the sort of cheekbones women envy and a patrician nose. He carries himself with a regal air, which, of course, tells me who he is.

			“Mr. Abetti, we’d like to have a word with you,” I say. “It won’t take more than a couple of minutes.” 

			He looks at us for a long moment, a thoughtful expression on his face that melts into a smile that looks warm and sincere.

			“You’re Fish’s girl,” he says. 

			“I’m what?” I ask.

			“Fish’s girl.”

			I laugh softly. “I’m nobody’s girl. But I consider Fish a friend, yes.”

			He nods and gives me a genuine smile. “Fish is a good man. He helped me out of a real tight jam. A few times, truth be told. I owe him more than I can ever repay, and I know he’s very fond of you. Says you’re the best, most honest person he’s ever met,” he says, then turns to his men. “You all respect this woman. You help her if she asks for help. And if any of you says a word against her, you’ll answer to me. Am I clear?” 

			The men all grumble their understanding. He’s educated, that much is certain, and he speaks with an air of refinement. He’s cultured. Worldly. But he’s also got a quiet, understated air of command about him. His mere presence seems to demand respect. Most of the crime bosses I deal with in this line of work are hard men. They’re rough around the edges and rugged from having to fight their way to the top. But Federico is all smooth lines and gracious smiles. That tells me he’s even more dangerous than the other guys. With him, I get the idea you’ll never even see the bullet coming. 

			“Give me the room, boys,” he says. 

			Slowly and not without a fair share of dirty looks and grumbling, the men all walk out front. They’re bred to dislike law enforcement, so being ordered to help when asked has to be chapping their asses. No doubt they’re all hanging out around the door, plotting our grisly deaths as they wait to be summoned back in. When we’re alone, Federico takes a seat at a table and gestures to two empty chairs.

			“Would you like to have a seat?”

			Astra and I both take a seat across from him and he gives us a smile. “Can I get you ladies a drink?”

			“Thank you, but we’re on duty,” I say.

			“Doesn’t stop most every cop I deal with,” he says with a laugh.

			“Yeah, well, we’re not every cop you deal with,” Astra replies, obviously forgetting the thick steaks sitting in the cooler in the back seat of the car. 

			“Fair enough,” he acknowledges, sipping from his own glass of scotch. “So, what is it I can do for you, agents?” 

			“The bombing at the ski resort,” I start.

			“Yeah, I heard about that. Nasty business, that.”

			“Right,” I nod. “Well, we’re following up on several avenues of investigation, and one of them led us here. Do you happen to know anything about it?” 

			He grins. “Do I look like a bomber to you?” 

			“You? No. I’m sure you wouldn’t dirty your hands with work like that,” Astra tells him. “One of those guys standing outside waiting for you to let them back in though? Maybe.”

			His smile is bright but doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I watch him closely, studying his microexpressions and taking note of his body language. He’s a tough read though. He doesn’t give me much of anything. His gaze never leaves mine as he takes another sip of his drink then sets the glass down on the table. 

			“I had nothing to do with the bombing,” he replies.

			“Would you take a polygraph?” Astra asks.

			“I would. If it would set your mind at ease and take me off your suspect list, I would absolutely take a polygraph,” he offers. “It’s nothing personal, but having a couple of Feds hanging around the social club is a bad look.”

			He speaks confidently and openly. His eye contact is direct, and he’s calm, not fidgeting, and seems at ease. Those are markers I usually see in people who are telling the truth—or people who have studied nonverbal communication and know what the telltale signs are as well as how to control them. Most people who are lying can’t control them though. Nervous fidgeting, not being able to maintain eye contact, and tension in the body are usually unconscious habits most aren’t even aware of. The only people I’ve seen able to control those things are sociopaths—and I don’t know enough about Federico here to know if he’s that.

			I don’t get the sense that he’s being disingenuous though. It helps that I know he has no stake in the resort bombing—he’s not going to benefit from it in any way. At least, not any way I can think of or see yet. But because he’s linked up with Artie, I have to follow up with Federico as well. Especially since the Abettis have been known to make their points and register their displeasure with somebody explosively before. 

			“What about the hit on Enzo Landolfi a couple of years back?” I ask. “He was taken out with a car bomb, and all evidence we had pointed to you—or somebody in your organization, more precisely.” 

			“And yet, neither I, nor anybody in my organization, was ever charged, let alone put on trial for that most unfortunate murder,” he replies with a grin.

			He is guilty as sin of ordering the hit on Landolfi. He knows it, we know it—hell, even my paperboy knows it. But we couldn’t make the case, and so he skated, free and clear. Not the first time he’s wriggled out of a charge and probably won’t be the last. He strikes me as the type to keep enough of a buffer between himself and the action that he’ll always have the reasonable doubt card if he ever goes to trial. 

			“However, to your point, I would have no motivation to bomb that resort,” he goes on. “If you want full disclosure, Mason Kurtz was my personal money manager, and he was making me a literal fortune. He was making me more money than I had ever conceived of. Why would I kill the golden goose like that? I think that would make me the most foolish man on the planet.”

			His voice is clear and his words earnest. He seems to be genuinely upset that somebody killed Mason Kurtz since it would upset his revenue stream. Just as money is a powerful motive to kill, the other edge of that blade is that it’s also a powerful incentive to want somebody to be kept alive. And if Kurtz was making Federico a fortune, I can’t see why he’d want the guy dead.

			“All right, do you know the name Roger Witherspoon?” Astra asks.

			He cocks his head and seems to be thinking for a long moment but then shakes his head.

			“No, I’m sorry,” he says. “I don’t know who that might be. Is he a suspect?” 

			“No, one of the victims.”

			He shrugs. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who that is.” 

			“And you know nothing about the bombing or who might have been involved at all?” Astra presses. “No whispers? No rumors? No idle chitchat around the sewing circle?” 

			“Unfortunately, no. I haven’t heard a single whisper,” he replies. “But I give you my word that if I hear anything, I’ll be sure to pass it along to you, Agent Wilder.”

			I look at him for a moment then hand him one of my cards. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

			“Think nothing of it. For everything Fish has done for me over the years, it’s the least I can do. You have a friend in me, Agent Wilder,” he says. “I wouldn’t let that get around though. I have a rep to protect and all.”

			It’s strange, but I can tell he means it. My association with Fish has somehow earned me the respect—and the help—of one of Seattle’s most notorious mobsters. Which is interesting. But hey, I’m not going to turn down help wherever it may come from. Astra and I get to our feet, and Federico follows suit. 

			“Thank you,” I say. “And I apologize. But I had to ask.”

			He nods. “I understand. No offense taken.” 

			Astra and I walk out of the social club, catching dark looks from the men outside. But they hold their tongues—probably knowing Federico will slice them off if they don’t. I knew it was a long shot when we walked into Artie’s shop and knew it was a longer shot walking in here. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t at least pose the questions. I promised my team we’d cast a wide net and not get locked into any one theory. So here we are, casting the widest net possible.

			“So, in addition to having Fish, one of the city’s most prominent crime lords, in your pocket, you now have one of the city’s most notorious mob bosses as an ally,” Astra needles me. “You certainly do collect interesting friends.”

			I give her a grin. “I guess Rosie’s wrong—I do know how to be political and play the game when I need to.” 
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

			“I checked in with SAC Locke on my way in this morning, and so far, there’s still been no chatter about the bombing,” I say. “Nobody’s claimed responsibility for it.”

			I stand at the front of the room, cup of coffee in hand to give the morning check-in and briefing to my team. 

			“How did things go yesterday?” Mo asks.

			“Yeah, that. So, our lead with the loan shark didn’t pan out,” I say. “And since we were in the area, we stopped off for a chat with Federico Abetti—”

			“Of the Abetti Crime Family? That Federico Abetti?” Mo asks. 

			I nod. “Yeah, we remembered that Abetti used a bomb to kill off a rival a few years back,” I say. “So, I just wanted to look him in the eye and ask the question.”

			“And?” Rick asks. 

			“And nothing,” I admit. “It was a dead end.”

			“Blake did make a new friend though,” Astra says with a grin. “All but vowed to give his life for her.”

			“Oh, he did not. Stop being so dramatic,” I say. 

			“Another crime boss in your pocket?” Rick starts. “You collect powerful criminal friends like kids collect Pokémon cards, boss.” 

			“He’s not my friend—”

			“He really wants to be though,” Astra teases. 

			“Can we move beyond Abetti already? It’s a dead end,” I say with exasperation. 

			“All right, well I may have something,” Mo announces. 

			“Lay it on me,” I say. 

			I start pacing back and forth again as Mo speaks. The physical movement seems to help me process information quicker as well as retain it longer.

			“Well, it looks like a couple of the plus-ones of the guests at the resort were killed,” she explains. “We have a high-powered defense attorney who recently got off a man accused of rape and attempted murder. The family was less than happy about the verdict.”

			“Can’t blame them,” Astra notes. “Unfortunately, that means there’s a whole lot of motive there to kill the guy.”

			“We also have a woman who owns a property development company,” Mo says. “She recently won a court case that allowed her to evict all the tenants in a low-income building so she can put up luxury condos in a neighborhood that’s being rapidly gentrified.” 

			“Lots and lots of motive there as well,” Astra adds.

			I nod. She’s right. There is a ton of motive and a ton of suspects in just those two cases. It definitely broadens the pool of suspects which is a good thing. But it’s also a bad thing when there is no obvious answer, since it means we’re going to have to use valuable time to separate the wheat from the chaff. 

			“Is there anything on social about either of them?” I ask.

			Mo nods. “Oh yeah. These two were not the most popular people in Seattle.”

			“Pretty sure gonorrhea and irritable bowel syndrome have higher popularity ratings than those two,” Rick cracks. 

			“Can you put it up on screen?” I ask.

			“Yep,” she confirms.

			I step aside so everybody can see the screens on the wall behind me. They light up, and a moment later, all four screens are filled with posts from various social media sites, all of them expressing their hatred and outrage for the lawyer—Kelly Fordham. The vitriol being unleashed on this guy is astounding. There are literally thousands of posts calling him every name in the book, many of them threatening his life. There are a number of different hashtags being used like, #Murderer, #BloodOnYourHands, and #FordhamMustDie. 

			“I can’t believe that many people are stupid enough to make death threats in the open like that,” Astra muses. “I mean . . .”

			Her voice trails off as Mo keeps scrolling through the feeds, bringing up posts that threaten to kill Fordham, his wife, his kids—anybody he’s ever loved. There are many more that say they hope Abel Montez—the man he got acquitted—does the same thing to his wife and daughter. The level of rage and hate is incredible. I’m not on social media very often—or at all really—so I’m not usually in the loop about what’s trending on Twitter or Facebook. Seeing these postings make me glad that I’m virtually blacked out from social media.

			“Now, let me show you Angela St. Clair,” Mo says.

			The screens go blank for a moment and are then filled with the feeds relating to Angela St. Clair. Though the person is different, the level of hate is still the same. Thousands of people flocked to their computers to register their displeasure with St. Clair winning her court battle and announcing that she would raze the low-income housing projects immediately.

			“The internet is a cesspool,” I mutter. 

			“Oh, this is tame,” Rick calls out. “You should see what’s being said on the boards that aren’t as tightly regulated as Facebook and Twitter. That crap will give you nightmares.”

			“Why do people do this?” I ask, shaking my head. “What do people get out of spewing all this hate and garbage?” 

			“It’s not that they get anything out of it,” Rick says. “It’s just that people feel the need to use their voice sometimes.”

			“Spoken like a man who’s done his fair share of trolling,” Astra quips.

			Rick shrugs. “I’ve used my voice from time to time, I won’t lie. And because I’ve been immersed in that world, I can tell you that ninety-nine-point-nine percent of what you’re seeing there is harmless,” he says. “It’s people venting. Getting things off their chest. In this day and age, people feel powerless. And venting like this is sometimes the only way they feel some semblance of control.” 

			“Yeah, but piling on like this is just horrendous,” Mo says. “I mean, they’re feeding off each other. All but daring each other to say something worse. Is it really that big of a stretch to think somebody might act on one of these things?” 

			The shop falls silent as we ponder Mo’s question. There is no easy answer. But it’s an important question to ask all the same. I frown and shake my head. I wanted to cast a wide net, but this is way too wide. There are countless thousands of suspects, and we have no way to filter through them all. But it gives us a place to start. 

			“How are we going to get through all the garbage and figure out what’s real?” Astra says. “Any one of these idiots could be responsible for the bomb.” 

			“Yeah, we’re going to need to figure something out,” I nod. “Let’s see about pulling in some tech analysts to see if they can start putting names to some of these accounts.”

			“On it,” Mo says. 

			“Good. Because I want you and Rick to stay on our victims,” I say. “My gut feeling is that the bomber is somebody known to the intended victim. But let’s keep sifting through everything we have so far. I want to know more about the other victims. Rick, have you found anything on the wounded?”

			He shakes his head. “Nothing so far. Everybody’s checking out clean as a whistle,” he says. “No sketchy affiliations. No hint of political or religious extremism. They all seem to lead pretty mundane lives. Well, if you can call the way rich people living that big baller lifestyle mundane anyway.”

			“All right,” I say. “Well, both of you keep at it. There’s got to be an answer in here somewhere.” 

			“It’s like a needle in a haystack though,” Astra says and gestures to the screens behind me. “And the haystack just got a hell of a lot bigger.” 

			“Yeah,” I mutter.

			The doors slide open and I turn, expecting to see Rosie stepping through. But when I see who it actually is, I feel my body tighten and my hands clench into fists. My body’s reaction to seeing Ellis Winslow stepping into my shop is involuntary. It’s like drawing breath—something I do without even being aware that I’m doing it. But this man gets under my skin in the worst way possible. Just seeing his face almost pushes me into a blind rage. 

			“What do you want?” I growl.

			“To speak with you,” he says and points to my office. “Privately.” 

			I glance at my team and see that their curiosity is piqued. As much as I want to tear into him right here and now, though, this is a conversation probably better had in private. Without a word, I walk back to my office, Winslow on my heels. I close the door behind him, and as he takes a seat in the chair in front of my desk, I walk around and drop down into my seat behind it. It’s probably best to keep the wide, heavy desk between us. He looks around, a condescending smile flickering across his lips. 

			“You did pretty well for yourself, Title Nine,” he starts, his voice haughty. 

			“You call me that one more time and I’m going to shoot you in the face,” I fire back, giving him a wide, plastic smile.

			I shouldn’t show him how irritated I am by his mere presence. I definitely shouldn’t be giving that to him. But there is nobody in my life that annoys me more than Winslow. My hatred for the man is bottomless. But I know that feeding that troll only encourages him to be even more pompous and exasperating. 

			“What do you want, Winslow?” I growl. 

			“I just wanted to commend you on your performance in the task force briefing,” he says. “You seem to have accomplished your goal.”

			“You didn’t want me there any more than I wanted to be there,” I reply. “I was doing us both a favor.” 

			“Yeah, but now you’re competing with me to solve this case.”

			“This isn’t a game. I’m trying to find the bomber and save some lives,” I tell him. “I suggest you do the same and stop worrying about what I’m doing.”

			His expression darkens. “You’ve been like this since I met you. Always think you’re the smartest one in the room.”

			“I don’t know about all that, but I’m definitely the smartest one in this room.”

			His chuckle is low and malicious. “Funny.” 

			“What are you doing here, Winslow? What in the hell do you want?” I snap. “If it’s just to irritate me, mission accomplished. Now get the hell out of my shop. I’ve got work to do.” 

			“Yeah, well, I just wanted to stop by to tell you that it’d be in your best interest to stay out of my way,” he says, his voice cold. 

			“I got myself off your task force. If I were to stay any further out of your way, I’d have to move to another state,” I reply. 

			“What I mean is that you need to stop working this case. It’s not yours to work.” 

			“Yeah, you may be able to bully your way around the ATF, but this is the Bureau, and your act doesn’t fly here,” I tell him. “I have carte blanche to pick and choose which cases I work. And because I deem this bombing a top and ongoing threat, I’m going to work this case.”

			He leans forward, his jaw clenched and his face tight. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? It’s like you have this pathological need to one-up me. You’ve been that way since I met you.”

			“Hey, believe it or not, but my entire world doesn’t revolve around you,” I fire back. “In fact, there is no part of my world that revolves around you. Until I saw you at the resort, I honestly hadn’t even thought about you since the last case we worked.”

			“You mean, the last case you stole out from under me. The last case where you tried to make me look like a fool.”

			“If I recall correctly, I did more than try. I did make you look like a fool,” I say. “But here’s the trick: I didn’t actually do anything. I let the facts speak for themselves. You were wrong, Winslow. I was right. And I find it pathetic that all these years later, you still can’t let it all go. It was a long time ago.” 

			“Uh-huh. It was a while back,” he grumbles. “And while I see you’ve moved up the chain and carved out a nice little niche for yourself, I’m stuck exactly where I was back then.”

			My mouth falls open, and I stare at him for a long moment, unable to believe what just dropped out of his mouth. What I find even more appalling, though, is that for all these years, he’s been blaming me for all his inadequacies and professional failures. While it’s possible what happened back then played a role, I doubt wholeheartedly that’s why he’s never risen through the ranks like he obviously expected. 

			I probably should have seen it coming. He’s a narcissist and can’t take responsibility for his own shortcomings. Oh, he’s more than happy to take the credit when things break right. But when they don’t, and something goes wrong, it’s always somebody else’s fault. Which is why I should have known he’d blame me for his being passed over for the SAC slot.

			“You know what? If it makes it easier for you to blame me for your professional failures, so be it. Have at it,” I tell him. “I don’t really care.” 

			“I blame you because you’re the one who put a knife in my back.”

			“All right, fine. I put a knife in your back. Whatever,” I say. “But one thing I will not do is back off this case. So, if you’re done trying to intimidate me—which you failed at spectacularly, by the way—you can see yourself out. I’ve got work to do.” 

			“Last chance. You stay out of my way,” he says, narrowing his eyes at me balefully. “Drop this case. My task force has it.” 

			“Right. So, let me guess . . . you’ve got teams posted up at local mosques and militia compounds, hoping to catch something on tape,” I say dryly.

			“My tactics aren’t your concern. But I want your people to stop looking into this,” he says. “I’ll go to the top if needs be.”

			“And say what? That you want me to stop looking for the bomber and stop trying to save lives?” I ask with a chuckle. “How do you think that’ll go over?” 

			“If you’re smart, you’ll drop this. You really don’t want to get into a pissing contest with me, Title Nine,” he says. “I’ve got friends in high places, and if you cross me, I will rain hell down on your head. I promise you that. When I’m done with you, you’ll be lucky if you can get a job guarding your local Walmart.”

			“Are you threatening me?” I ask.

			He shrugs. “Just laying down some facts for you to consider,” he says. “Last and final time—get off this case and get out of my way.”

			I get to my feet. “Have a good day, ASAC Winslow.”

			He lingers a moment, staring at me, still trying to intimidate me. Lucky thing I don’t scare too easy. I just give him a smile and gesture to the door. He slowly and grudgingly gets up and shows himself out. I pick up my phone and stop the recording. It might be a little unprofessional of me to have recorded it without his knowledge or consent, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in this job and having to deal with guys like Winslow, it’s that you need to make covering your butt as much a part of your nature as breathing. There is no shortage of people looking to throw you under the bus when it serves their interests to do so. 

			I grin to myself at having proved Rosie wrong yet again—I am more of a political creature than she believes me to be. 
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			Residence of Bexley Fordham; Broadmoor District, Seattle

			“I just don’t understand why somebody would do this,” she says. 

			Astra and I are sitting on a love seat across from Bexley Fordham, the ex-wife of Kelly Fordham, the defense attorney killed in the blast at the resort. She dabs at her eyes with a tissue that’s already crumpled like it’s been in her fist all day. And judging by her bloodshot eyes, red nose, flushed cheeks, and the streams of tears rolling down her face, it might well have been. 

			The ex-Mrs. Fordham is a former beauty queen and, even at thirty-eight years old, looks like she’d have no trouble getting a spread in a fashion or lingerie magazine. Five-ten with rich, dark hair, tawny skin, and dark eyes, she almost looks like she could be related to Astra. The woman is a knockout, and having read up on her before we came, she’s actually more substance than style. She got a law degree from Seattle University but never took the bar, opting to raise her family instead.

			She and Kelly have two children—a boy named Crew who’s twelve, and a girl named Kelsey who’s ten. They’re thankfully not there because they’re staying with her parents for a few days. Bexley said she needed a few days to pull herself together before tackling the issue with her kids. She’s not what I expected, to be honest. It’s easy to see just how broken up she is by Kelly’s death, even though they’ve been divorced for years. This hit her on a deep level and tells me immediately that she had nothing to do with the bombing or his death. 

			It’s become a cliché when one spouse dies that you need to look at the other spouse. But it’s only a cliché because the facts, unfortunately, bear that out. There is a very high percentage of spouse-on-spouse crime. It was clear from the moment we walked through the door, though, that this was not one of those cases. Bexley looks absolutely shattered, and nothing in her bearing strikes me as false or disingenuous. She sniffs loudly and dabs at her eyes again. 

			“You two remained close even after the divorce?” I ask.

			She nods. “Kelly is—was—a good man. He’s a wonderful father,” she replies softly.

			“May I ask why you divorced?” Astra asks gently. 

			She shrugs. “We still loved each other, but sometimes that’s just not enough,” she says. “We were still great friends, and we were both involved in our children’s lives. Co-parenting was easy with him, but we both knew that something was missing between us. We encouraged each other to go and find that.”

			Divorces are often filled with rancor and acrimony. It’s rare to see two people who genuinely want the best for each other. Two people who care enough about each other to set each other free to find what makes them happy is even rarer still. Of course, it’s easy to say when the other person is gone and can neither confirm nor deny the sentiment, but as I look into her face and read her body language, I’m convinced Bexley is being sincere.

			I’m just having a hard time reconciling this image of the man with the one who has a reputation as a lawyer for being ruthless, for taking no prisoners, and for destroying anybody in his path. Attorneys are supposed to be fierce advocates for their clients, of course, but from everything I’ve gathered to this point, Kelly Fordham went above and beyond and redefined fierce. He did a lot of pro bono work for good causes; I’m not saying the guy is evil incarnate. But he also put a lot of really bad people back on the streets. And that probably rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. Probably inspired a lot of very hard feelings. 

			“Mrs. Fordham, I know this is a really difficult time,” I start. “But can you think of anybody who would want to hurt your ex-husband?” 

			She sniffs and shakes her head. “I can’t. I mean, I know he upset a lot of people in his line of work. I know a lot of people weren’t happy with him. But I don’t know of anybody who would want to hurt him.”

			“So, he never mentioned any specific threats or—”

			“No. Nothing like that,” she replies. “I mean, he got plenty of threats—don’t get me wrong. He always told me it came with the territory and laughed them off. There wasn’t anything he was overly concerned about though.” 

			I frown. It feels like this is another dead end. It’s not wholly unexpected since I know how the flow of investigations goes. There are a thousand false trails, and only by persevering and continuing to slog through them all are you going to find the right one. It’s entirely possible that Winslow is right and we’re off on a wild goose chase. We might need to be looking at religious or political extremists. I personally don’t believe so, but I’m not too big to acknowledge that I could be wrong. Or admit it out loud when I am. 

			But until I hear otherwise—or until Winslow and his task force bring in the bomber and prove they’re an extremist of some flavor—I’ll continue operating on my theory. Whatever comes of it, comes of it. And whatever doesn’t, doesn’t. Winslow sees this all as a competition. Thinks that all I’m doing is trying to one-up him. He couldn’t be further from the truth. All that matters to me is getting this bomber into custody and saving some lives. All that matters to me is doing everything in my power to make this city and the world at large a safer place. 

			I lay my card down on the coffee table. “If there’s anything else you can recall, please give me a call.” 

			“I will,” she says and sniffs.

			“Again, we’re very sorry for your loss.” 

			“Thank you.”
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			 “If Benjamin and I ever split, I can guarantee you that I would not be as magnanimous as Mrs. Fordham back there,” Astra says with a laugh. “I’m way too petty for all that.”

			I laugh. “Yeah, well, I’m sure if I had somebody in my life, I’d be just as petty as you. I don’t know that I could be that mature,” I say. “Still, it’s kind of awesome that a couple can recognize that something isn’t working and come to a decision to part ways amicably. It’s sweet that they can keep things friendly and push each other to find their happiness. And I find it refreshing that they can be good parents together and do right by their kids.” 

			“Yeah, I suppose,” she shrugs. “I mean, that works for them, and that’s great. I just know I couldn’t be that mature.” 

			“Well, at least you’re self-aware enough to know that.”

			After a long day of talking to people who either haven’t had much to say or didn’t know much, we decided to call it and head back to the office. We drove past a coffee house, and I was tempted to stop for a caffeine infusion. But my desire to go home overpowered it. We agreed to reassess in the morning and decide where to go from there. But I’m starting to feel like we’re heading down the wrong path. We’ve tracked down everybody we were able to find who knew Angela St. Clair and Kelly Fordham and questioned them at length. But none of them knew of anybody who’d want to hurt either one of them.

			Oh, they’d all heard the gossip and knew there were people who wished them ill. But nobody knew of any credible threats that either Angela or Kelly took particularly seriously. They were all shocked by their deaths and didn’t think it could have had anything to do with either one of them. I can’t say they’re right, but I can’t say they’re wrong either. We just don’t know enough about the situation just yet to say for sure. Right now, I feel like we’re blind and are just feeling around in a dark room, hoping we stumble across the answer. 

			“Speaking of nasty breakups, are you going to tell me what the deal is between you and Winslow?” Astra asks.

			“What? I told you already.”

			She shakes her head. “Oh no. There’s more than just him being a sexist pig,” she says. “I’ve seen you deal with sexist pigs before, and none of them have ever gotten under your skin the way this guy does.”

			I laugh softly. The problem with Astra knowing me so well is that she knows me so well. She’s seen me at my best and my worst, and she’s definitely seen me handle situations with people who’ve irritated me. She’s been around me long enough to know when somebody is really pushing my buttons and how I deal with them. But dealing with Winslow is something new. Something she’s never seen before. My reaction to him is how she knows there’s more to the story than I’m telling her. And she’s right.  

			“So, come on,” she says. “Out with it. What’s the deal with you two? He acts like a spurned lover—”

			“No. Very much no,” I cut her off. “Don’t even go there.” 

			“Are you sure about that?” 

			“Very sure,” I confirm.

			“So? What’s the story?” 

			“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

			“Nope.”

			“It’s really not the juicy story you think it is.”

			“The way you keep deflecting tells me it’s more interesting than you think.” 

			I sigh as I pull to a stop for a light then take a couple of beats. It really isn’t that big of a deal. The story isn’t going to be anywhere near as interesting as whatever Astra is cooking up in her head. It’s not that I’m hiding it from her. It’s just that it hasn’t been a blip on my radar in a really long time and I just forgot about it.

			Seeing him at the resort just brought the memories and, of course, the anger, all rushing back to the surface, which is what triggered Astra’s curiosity. And when she gets curious about something, she’s like a dog with a bone. She’s even worse than me when she gets her teeth into something. 

			“Fine. It happened a long time ago—back when I was still green and working in Organized Crime,” I tell her. “We had a case that overlapped with an investigation the ATF was conducting, and so, they put together a task force, as they do so enjoy doing.” 

			“I’ve always hated group projects.”

			“That makes two of us,” I nod. “Anyway, we were tracking a bomber, ironically enough. Our guy was targeting rivals and blowing them up.” 

			“I think I remember this—the bomber ended up being affiliated with the Triads? He was doing it to try to get back into their good graces?”

			I nod. “That’s the case,” I tell her. “Anyway, Winslow was positive it was an Islamic extremist. He was sure of it and had us staking out every mosque in the city. We were on them for weeks, and in that span of time, two more bombs went off and seven more people died.”

			“Sounds familiar,” she says. 

			“Right?” I reply. “Anyway, after the third bombing, I’d put together a pretty comprehensive profile of the bomber. I presented it to the task force, and Winslow laughed me off. At first. When I tried to argue my case, he got aggressive. Belligerent. The more I tried to show him I was right, the angrier he got. He mocked and ridiculed me in front of the whole team then went to my superiors and raised hell with them. He demanded I be removed from the task force and that I be fired. I was removed from the task force but obviously wasn’t fired.” 

			“And nobody backed you up?”

			“Jonas tried. But a section chief’s power is limited. He was able to keep me from getting pink-slipped but couldn’t keep me on the task force. Not that I wanted to go back,” I tell her. “Anyway, as it turned out, my profile was spot on. Somebody in power finally decided to use it, and they tracked down the bomber because of it. Unfortunately, two more bombs blew, and four more people were killed.”

			“Yeah, I remember the heat everybody took in the wake of that mess,” she nods. “A few heads rolled after that.”

			“Yet Winslow managed to make it through unscathed,” I note. “But his career has stalled out. He’s still an ASAC and isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He blames me for it, thinks I showed him up, and still holds a grudge about it. He still talks to his drinking buddies and tries to get me fired on occasion. Honestly, I haven’t so much as thought about him in years though. That’s why there’s such friction between us.”

			Astra considers it for a moment and nods. “Yeah, that makes sense. I get it,” she says. “I didn’t realize it went so deep.”

			I shrug. “And now you do.” 

			“Now I do.” 

			We drive on in silence as I try to push those memories out of my mind. We have too much to do for me to be unfocused and let my anger color everything. Winslow isn’t worth it. My personal issues with him aren’t going to distract me from my goal—to stop a killer. 
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			Maple Ridge Preparatory Academy; Maple Valley, WA

			After securing the device in the lecturer’s podium, taking care to keep it from being seen, I close the small door. I pull a device out of my pocket and hit the buttons to arm it, a slow smile crossing my lips when the screen flashes green. It’s ready. 

			“You must be new here.”

			A charge of adrenaline shoots through me when I look up and see her coming through the lecturer’s door. She’s earlier than normal. Her smile is wide, and it’s not hard to see the girl she used to be in her round face. Back when she was Samantha Scott. With her fiery, red hair, green eyes, and smooth, alabaster-colored skin, she’s still pretty. But she’s a little thicker in the hips and bust than she used to be. The price of getting married, having a couple of kids, and living a happy, fulfilled life, obviously. Not everybody is lucky enough to get that chance. 

			“Yes, ma’am,” I nod, affecting a slow, southern drawl as I swallow down my anger and hate. “Just started, in fact.”  

			“Oh, well, welcome to the Maple Ridge family then. I’m—”

			“Professor Cooks. Yeah, I know,” I tell her. “I’ve sat in on your class a few times. You’re real good with the kids. They all seem to like you. And I like the way you teach. It feels more like a conversation than a lecture. I learned a lot in the times I sat in.”

			Her smile grows, and I see spots of color rise in her cheeks. Her eyes dart to the name badge hanging off my coveralls then back up to my face. I see the light of recognition in them, but her expression is one of confusion. It’s time for me to get out of here.

			“I feel like I recognize you from somewhere,” she says. “Have we met before?” 

			“Oh, I doubt it, ma’am. Not unless you’ve spent some time in Arkansas. I just moved out here a couple of months ago,” I say.

			The lies flow smoothly from my lips as I give her a reassuring smile. I’ve always been quick on my feet, and it’s a good thing since running into her wasn’t in the game plan. I’ve been watching her for a few weeks now, and she’s never in this early. She usually strolls in no more than fifteen minutes before class starts which means I should have five more minutes. It’s a good thing I got the device in when I did. 

			“No, I’ve never been to Arkansas before,” she admits. “Still, I just feel like I know you from somewhere.”

			I shrug. “I guess I got one of them faces.” 

			She laughs. “I suppose you do.”

			I nod and pick up the trash can standing next to the podium. “Guess I should finish up here before your class starts,” I say. “Don’t want to be a distraction.”

			Her eyes linger on mine for just a minute longer than I’m comfortable with, so I turn away, breaking that connection, and dump the can into the bigger one on my cart. I can feel her still staring at me and start to grow a little concerned. Samantha always was the smartest and most observant of that little group.

			“You have a good class, Professor Cooks,” I call as I start to push my cart to the door.

			“Thank you,” she replies. “Come back and audit the class anytime.”

			I wave to her over my shoulder as I push through the doors. The hallways are filled with laughing, screaming kids. It’s a prep school for the wealthy that has a reputation for being a sober and solemn educational experience that prepares them for college. But at the end of the day, they’re all still just kids, the same as any other public high school. They have the same thoughts, the same hormones, the same immaturity, and the same wicked streaks.

			The throng of uniformed kids part for me as I push the cart down the hallway. It was disturbingly simple to gain access to the school. Parents who pay a lot of money to keep their kids safe behind these ivy-covered walls would have a fit if they knew the school let somebody like me walk among their children. And they would be absolutely right to have a fit. I mean, it’s not like anybody from the school administration has stopped or questioned me. Nobody’s even given me a second glance. It’s like a twenty-dollar pair of coveralls and a stolen ID badge have rendered me invisible. 

			Maybe this will be the impetus for the school to make some changes and do a better job of keeping their students safe. Maybe, after this, the school will begin taking steps to ensure nothing like this ever happens again. Perhaps they’ll see that the pain and suffering of the students that goes on right under their noses every single day could have been prevented if they’d only paid attention. If they’d only taken off the blinders and realized they have two systems of justice on their campus—one for the haves and one for the have-nots—and actually do right by the kids they’re charged with protecting. 

			Maybe they’ll learn a whole host of lessons after what’s about to happen. But then, maybe they won’t. It’s not my job to worry about that. I leave the cart in the hallway near the janitorial offices, then unclip the badge and throw it into the can. As I walk through the hallways, moving through the horde of giggling teenagers, all of them seeming to be screaming at the top of their lungs to be heard in that din, I pull off my black nitrile gloves and slip them into my pocket.

			Once I make it through the front gates and out to the parking lot, I walk to my car and think back to my encounter with Professor Cooks. For me, she’s always going to be Samantha Scott. It’s how I remember her. How I’ll always remember her. There are kids still streaming through the gates, most of them running to avoid being late. 

			“Don’t worry, kids,” I mutter. “You won’t have to worry about being late to school after today. Not for a little while anyway.”

			I slip the remote out of my pocket and stare at the peaks of the school visible over the red brick walls. I think about Samantha and everything that happened to bring me to this point. I feel the hatred flowing through me—the bitter sting of what they took from me. It’s every bit as sharp today as it was back then. The thing I hate the most about this, though, is that they won’t know why I’m doing this. They won’t know what it was that brought about their deaths. 

			Oh, how I wish I could look them in the eye—every one of them—and tell them exactly who I am and why they’re about to die. I wish I could watch as the life drained from their eyes, as they grew pale and cold. In a perfect world, I would mete out justice, and they would know why I had come for them. They would remember. Everything.

			But this isn’t a perfect world. There’s an old song that says we can’t always get what we want. So I will content myself with the knowledge that while they won’t know why I’m delivering justice to them, they’ll be dead all the same. Killing them all won’t make up for what they took from me, but it will have to suffice. A world without them is a better world.

			Even if I can’t watch the life leave their eyes, knowing it did and they’re gone will have to be enough. The reason I’m doing all this is righteous enough, but I’m not a moron. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life in prison for it. Not when I have the option of never being caught. I close my eyes and imagine that she must be standing at her podium by now, greeting her students as they filter in. It’s time.

			“Goodbye, Sam,” I say and press the button.

			The boom is thunderous but muted, and almost immediately, a thick column of black smoke rises upward from the heart of the school. The sounds of screaming and the wailing cries of the students fill the air. I start my car and back out of the stall then put it in drive and head out. A smile crosses my face as I reach the highway and merge with traffic, putting distance between myself and the school, which I imagine is in flames and chaos right now. 

			I turn up the music and sing along with the catchy pop tune as I mentally cross another name off my list. 
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			Maple Ridge Preparatory Academy; Maple Valley, WA

			Astra and I stand at the edge of the crater in the lecture hall where the bomb was detonated. The semicircular stadium seating in front of the dais is virtually untouched. Bookbags, notebooks, and loose papers are scattered all over the desks and the two sets of stairs that lead to doors at the top of the seating section. It’s evidence of the kids who were in the lecture hall fleeing in a panic when the bomb went off. It’s a mess, but the back of the hall where the seating was remains intact. 

			The front of the hall, though, is a different story. The large whiteboards on the wall are all pocked and broken from the force of the blast. There are pieces of the instructor, one Samantha Cooks, stuck to the remnants of the board. It’s a gruesome sight: crimson smears and meaty chunks that were blown backward when the bomb went off. Her remains, what little is left anyway, are under a yellow tarp behind the shattered remnants of her blackened, pitted, charred podium. Jagged pieces of wood are sticking up from it haphazardly.

			A second body, that of Tamara Weathers, a seventeen-year-old senior, lies beneath another yellow tarp about five feet to the right of the podium. I surmise that she was standing beside Mrs. Cooks when the bomb went off, and the force of the blast blew her to the right. I walk over and squat down beside the body, lifting the tarp to take a look at the girl. Her face is a torn and ragged mess, and her body has been shredded, but it’s more or less intact. At least her folks will have a body to bury. That’s more than the teacher’s husband can say—there’s not much left of her other than the lower half of her body. 

			“Jesus,” Astra groans. 

			I nod and let the tarp fall back into place and stand up. “Yeah. This is bad. Really bad,” I say. “This bomb was more violent than the first one.” 

			“More violent?”

			I nod and gesture to the girl’s body. “That girl was hit by nails and ball bearings that were part of the bomb,” I explain. “It wasn’t just the blast that killed her. It was what was in the bomb that shredded her from head to toe.”

			Astra makes a sound of disgust as I gently nudge aside the debris with the toe of my boot, looking through the piles of rubble for the evidence that would support my theory. It doesn’t take me long to find it. I pull a pair of black nitrile gloves out of my pocket and snap them on before bending down to pick up the small, silver ball. It’s been blackened, and the force of the blast distorted its shape, but I know my theory is right. Pinching it between my forefinger and thumb, I turn to Astra. 

			“Ball bearing,” I say. “Nails and ball bearings inflict maximum damage.”

			She frowns and shakes her head. “Unbelievable.”

			“I know you’re not taking evidence off my crime scene, Title Nine.”

			I roll my eyes and turn to see Winslow striding over to us, his usual smarmy grin on his face. He stops a couple feet away from us and looks at me then turns his gaze pointedly at the ball bearing pinched between my fingers. 

			“I really don’t have the time or desire to play this stupid game with you right now,” I say.

			“I’m not playing a game. ATF has the lead in this investigation,” he replies. “Ergo, this is my crime scene.”

			“Fine,” I say and flip him the ball bearing. “It’s all yours.” 

			He chuckles. “Well, somebody’s in a mood. That time of the month or something?” 

			Before I can say a word, Astra rounds on him, her eyes blazing fury, and she thrusts a finger into his face. 

			“You are an absolutely disrespectful, sexist pig,” she growls. “I’ve known you less than twenty-four full hours, and I already hate you. How Blake has managed to keep from shooting you in the face is a feat in and of itself.”

			His grin only widens. Winslow enjoys this. He gets off on knowing he can push people’s buttons and get them to lash out. I know this about him and still can’t manage to keep myself from falling into that trap. And apparently, neither can Astra. But then, she’s always been far more outspoken than I am. 

			“What is it with you ladies and threatening to shoot me in the face?” he asks with a laugh.

			Astra frowns and looks pointedly at his crotch. “I’d threaten to shoot that off, but I’m not sure I could hit something so small.” 

			His cocky grin wavers and disappears as his expression darkens. Apparently ridiculing his manhood bothers him. Leave it to Astra to find the chinks in his armor. 

			“Why are you even here?” he growls. 

			“Oh, you know, I was thinking about enrolling next semester and thought I’d tour the campus,” I say sarcastically. 

			“This is my investigation, Wilder. Mine,” he snaps. “I warned you what would happen if you got in my way. That includes stealing evidence from the crime scene.”

			“You are absolutely ridiculous. Look, I’m sorry I made you look bad all those years ago. I’m sorry that I was right, and you were so horribly wrong and have been in career purgatory ever since. But that’s your fault, and that’s your issue, Winslow. Not mine. And if you keep screwing with me, you’re going to find out that I, too, have friends in high places. Keep screwing with me and I will destroy you,” I shoot back. 

			He looks at me with absolute hatred in his eyes. “You got some stones on you, woman. Who in the hell do you think you are? I will rain hell down on you—”

			“ASAC Winslow.”

			Locke’s sharp voice cuts through our argument, and it’s only when I’m pulled back to the moment that I realize everybody around us has stopped what they were doing and are gawking at us. I was so caught up I didn’t realize our argument was that loud. But it was loud enough that it drew everybody’s attention. 

			“A word please, ASAC Winslow,” Locke says, her voice low and threatening. “Everybody else, get back to work. Do your jobs.”

			He glares at me before turning and walking over to Locke. They both step off to the side, away from everybody who’s working the scene, and have a quiet word. Though everybody goes back to work, I can see them sneaking glances at the private conference going on. Winslow’s face grows dark and pinched as she lights him up, and it’s all I can do to keep the satisfied smirk off my face. 

			“No gloating. It’s a bad look,” Astra whispers as if reading my mind. 

			“Right.” I clear my throat. “Anyway, where were we?” 

			“Ball bearings and nails.”

			I nod. “Right. Yeah. A lot of militants pack their bombs with that sort of shrapnel. It pretty much guarantees whoever gets hit with the blast isn’t going to survive. And if somebody does happen to miraculously live through it, they’ll be horribly disfigured for the rest of their lives. It’s evil. Flat out evil.”

			“Yeah. That’s one way to put it.”

			I stand beside the remains of the podium and look at the blast pattern. It intrigues me, and based on what I’m seeing, further supports my belief that these attacks are personal and were not carried out by extremists. Somebody’s sending a message all right, but it’s not the one Winslow is thinking. 

			“So, what are we thinking?” Locke asks as she steps up beside me. 

			Locke doesn’t say anything about what she and Winslow talked about, and I know better than to ask. What she said to him is none of my business; asking her about it would only make me look like a gossiper. I like to think that Locke has a level of respect for me, and the last thing I want to do is lost that. 

			“I’m thinking that Mrs. Cooks knew her killer,” I tell her. “And I think the bomber absolutely hated her.”

			“That’s quite a leap,” she says. “How do you come to that?”

			I spread my arms out to encompass the entire back wall of the lecture hall. “Look at the blast pattern. It’s directed at whoever was standing behind this podium. The bomber took care to keep the blast focused in one direction rather than a widespread explosion that could have killed a lot of the students,” I explain. “And he packed the device with ball bearings and nails. That all but guarantees whoever took the brunt of the explosion was going to be literally torn apart. He didn’t just want to kill Mrs. Cooks—he wanted to obliterate her. That, to me, profiles as somebody who absolutely hated her. That, to me, means this attack was personal.”

			Locke crosses her arms over her chest and purses her lips. Her eyes dart left and right, taking in the destruction visited upon the back wall of the lecture hall. She seems to be considering my words. She’s quiet for a long moment then nods. 

			“That’s good, Wilder. I’m inclined to agree with you,” she finally says. “Keep working this angle. I think you might be on to something here.”

			“Thank you, SAC Locke,” I nod.

			“Another thing—stop with the formality,” she says. “Just call me Shelby. I’ve never been big on proper protocol and titles.” 

			I give her a small smile. “Thank you.” 

			“Keep working, Wilder. Nail this bastard,” she says, then turns and walks off. 

			“We will,” I say quietly.

			Astra gives me a grin. “Look who’s making more friends in high places.”

			“One thing I’ve learned is that new friends in this line of work can and will turn on you at the drop of a hat,” I say. “If I’m wrong about this profile, and we don’t catch this guy, I guarantee she won’t be taking my calls.”

			“We’re going to catch him,” she insists. “I think you’re right about this. Now we just need to figure out who hated a high school teacher enough to want to cut her to ribbons like this.”

			“We need to find the nexus between Mrs. Cooks and whomever the target in the resort bombing was,” I say. “We find that, we’ll find our bomber.”

			“Copy that,” she nods. “Let’s get back to the shop and get to work.”

			As we leave the scene, I catch Winslow standing with a small cluster of techs. He glares at me with the most profound expression of loathing I’ve ever seen. Locke must have really ripped him a new one, adding another log to the bonfire of hate he carries for me. I resist the urge to blow him a kiss on the way out the door. I’m not going to play his games anymore. Besides, the best revenge I can get on him is doing my job well and catching this bomber. 

			And to that end, it’s time to go to work. 
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

			“All right, people, tell me what we have,” I call out as I step to the front of the room. “Please tell me we have something good.”

			“We got a report from DHS,” Astra says. “Preliminary tests show the chemical compounds used in the bombing at the school match those of the bomb used at the ski resort.”

			“Okay, that’s good. The two attacks seem to be definitively connected then,” I nod, processing it all as quickly as I can. “Mo, can you liaise with the ATF and see if the profile of the bombs in these two cases match anything they have in their database? Maybe we’ll get lucky and this guy has bombed something before.”

			“On it,” she says. 

			“Rick, is there any online chatter about the bombing?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “No. Other than expressions of shock and horror for the victims, it’s pretty much been radio silence,” he said. “I talked to a friend of mine over at the NSA, and he says there’s nothing. No claims of responsibility, no celebratory ‘death to America,’ or ‘down with the government’ chants. There’s been nothing.” 

			“My question is, why a school? Why a teacher?” Mo asks. “I mean, what’s the connection between the two?”

			I shake my head. “Don’t know yet. But when we find that connection, we’re going to figure this whole thing out. I guarantee it.” 

			“Rick, I want you to do a deep dive on Mrs. Cooks. Find out everything you can. Socials, financials, the works,” I tell him. “Also, cross-reference the names you come up with against the lists of names we have for the resort bombing. There has to be a connection there somewhere.”

			“You got it, boss,” he calls. 

			“I think I may have something,” Astra pipes up.

			I turn to her. “What is it?” 

			“It was posted to Reddit about an hour ago,” she says. “I’ll put it on screen.”

			I turn as the monitors behind me light up, and she pulls up the Reddit board she mentioned. The board itself is for current events in the area, and the subreddit is talking about the bombing at the school. Astra highlights the comment from a user named LibertyJustice1776.

			“About time somebody takes a stand against the indoctrination happening at the schools these days. We need less talk and more action like this. Time for the battle lines to be drawn!”

			“He seems nice,” Rick comments. 

			“I’m sure this guy is all talk, no action, but I think we should at least give him a look,” Astra says. “We don’t want to rule out the loons and extremists just yet, right?” 

			“Absolutely,” I say. 

			“Rick, can you use this guy’s username to find out who he is?” Astra asks. 

			“Already working on it,” Rick replies.

			He’s banging away on his keys, working his magic. At least, he’s hopefully working some magic. I’m not a tech wizard by any stretch of the imagination, but I do know that people can mask their identities online. They use sock puppet accounts, mask their IP addresses, and hide behind a thousand other roadblocks they can use to keep their identities private. But a hacker like Rick should have no problem being able to cut through all the crap and get to the true identity of a guy like this LibertyJustice1776.

			“Got him,” Rick crows triumphantly. “The guy wasn’t even really trying to hide.”

			“I love it when people we need to find are stupid,” Astra says. 

			“Does make things easier,” I reply. 

			“His name is Jacob Alan Thompson, fifty-six years old,” Rick reports. “Did eight years in the Army. Served in Desert Storm. Honorably discharged. Currently works at Duke’s Lumber in the Lake City neighborhood. He’s unmarried, no kids, pays his taxes, belongs to his local VFW chapter, and rides a Harley—a 2018 Street Glider, to be exact.” 

			“Excellent,” I say. “Can you put together a quick workup on this guy? Include his home address if you would please.”

			“I can do that.”

			“Great. Shoot it to my phone,” I say then turn to Astra. “Ready for a field trip?”

			“This should be fun.”
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			We stop by his place first—an apartment in a building that has seen better days. Thompson isn’t home though, so we move on to his workplace. We find a space that’s got a clear view of the front doors in the lot and park. It’s growing late in the afternoon, and the shadows are lengthening. Dark clouds are moving in from off of the ocean, putting a chill in the air. It feels like it’s going to rain soon. 

			“I don’t want to go in and cause a scene if we don’t have to,” I say. “Let’s give it a few minutes and see if he comes out.” 

			“Fine by me,” she says and settles back into her seat. “You got plans for Christmas?”

			“It’s me, a bottle of wine or three, and binging something on Netflix all day,” I reply. “I’ve got a lot of things in my queue that aren’t going to watch themselves.”

			“No Kit?”

			“No Kit,” I reply. “It’s been a couple of weeks since the last time she called. I’m getting a little worried, to be honest.” 

			“Your sister is a bona fide badass. I’m sure she’s fine,” Astra says. “She’s just out there living her Jason Bourne life.”

			“Yeah, well, I wish she didn’t have to live that Jason Bourne life.”

			Astra gives me a sympathetic smile. “I hear you. I’m just saying if there was ever somebody you didn’t have to worry about, it’s Kit. She knows how to take care of herself.”

			“She does. It’d just be nice to spend Christmas with her.”

			“Well, you never know. Maybe she’ll turn up.”

			“That would be nice.” 

			“It would. And if she does, you can bring her along to my place,” she says. “Which is where you’re going to be, by the way.”

			“I don’t think—”

			“I’m not going to let you sit at home getting drunk and watching TV by yourself,” she insists. “You’re going to come over, get drunk, and watch TV at my place. Benjamin is making his world-famous prime rib with all the fixings.”

			“Astra, thanks, but—”

			“The next words out of your mouth better be, ‘that would be amazing’ and ‘I’m looking forward to it, thank you,’” she grins. “Or I’m going to come to your place, cuff you, and drag you over to my place.”

			I laugh and shake my head. Astra is a good friend, and I know she doesn’t want me to feel alone, but I honestly don’t know if I can handle being around people for the holidays. Crawling into a hole and hiding for a little while sounds ideal to me. The holidays have sucked for me since I was twelve. My Aunt Annie tried to make them better after I moved out here, but they were never the same. And I just felt like trying to force myself to be merry when I wasn’t feeling it made things even worse. It made the holidays feel artificial and joyless. 

			Annie eventually stopped trying to make me celebrate Christmas with them. Thankfully. She let me do my own thing and didn’t try to force her good cheer on me. I thought that maybe when I learned that Kit was alive and was back in my life—albeit in a limited capacity—I might find that lost excitement of the holiday season. But the fact that Kit can’t be with me except in limited, tightly controlled circumstances, just makes me feel that pain all over again. Except now that I know she’s alive but can’t be with me to celebrate Christmas, that pain seems even sharper than before.

			“I mean it,” she presses. “I’m not going to let you spend Christmas alone. Or New Year’s, for that matter. It’s just going to be Benjamin and me, so please, say you’re going to come over and that you won’t spend the holidays alone. Especially since you know I’ll follow through on my threat.”

			“You would, wouldn’t you?”

			“Damn right I would.” 

			“Hey, that’s Thompson,” I say, glancing at the photo Rick sent along to verify. 

			Astra gives me a sly grin. “Saved by the bell.”

			“Hey, duty calls.”

			“Yeah, well, we’ll be picking this up again,” she says. “Don’t think we won’t.”

			“Oh, I have no doubt. You’re like a rottweiler with a bone.”

			“Yes. Yes, I am.” 

			I laugh as we get out of the car and wait. Thompson is pushing a flatbed cart loaded down with wood and bags of soil for a customer. We watch as he loads everything into the back of a faded, blue pickup truck. Once he’s finished and the customer is climbing into his truck, we approach Thompson, who’s already pushing the flatbed back toward the store.

			“Mr. Thompson,” I call.

			He stops and turns to us, a curious expression on his face. He’s not exceptionally tall, but he’s thick. Thompson has wide shoulders, a broad chest, and a thick neck. He’s got long, snowy white hair that’s pulled back into a ponytail, deep lines at the corners of his dark eyes, and pocked cheeks. His forearms are corded and covered in thick white hair, and he’s got a tattoo of a snake on the side of his neck that disappears beneath the collar of his black T-shirt. An American flag bandana is tied around his forehead, and he’s got a wallet chain. 

			“Jacob Alan Thompson?” I ask again.

			“Yeah? Who the hell are you?” he snaps. 

			We badge him, and I see his expression darken. His disdain for law enforcement couldn’t be clearer. He frowns and crosses his arms over his chest as he studies our credentials.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’re with the FBI.”

			“Yeah, I can read, thanks. What do you want?” he snaps. 

			“We wanted to talk to you about the bombing at the Maple Ridge Prep Academy.”

			“What about it?”

			“We wanted to know if you knew anything about it,” Astra says. 

			He scoffs. “Oh, I see. If you’re lookin’ for a patsy though, sorry. I’ve been here all day,” he says. “Got here at five this morning. You can check my time card and talk to my manager.”

			“Yeah, we’ll be sure to do that,” I say. “But we weren’t actually looking for a patsy or accusing you of anything.”

			“Then why are you here?” 

			“We’re here about something you posted online,” Astra tells him. “You said you supported the bombing—which cost a teacher and a seventeen-year-old girl their lives, by the way.” 

			He shrugs. “Do you want me to feel bad or somethin’? I didn’t even know them,” he says. “Or is not carin’ about people I don’t know a crime now?” 

			“Like I said, we’re not accusing you of a crime, Mr. Thompson,” I say. “But we were concerned about the language you used—about your support for the bombing and your call to action to others.” 

			“Jesus. Friggin’ Big Brother watchin’ us online,” he mutters. 

			“Well, when you post in a public forum, there is no expectation of privacy. And when you post inflammatory, or even violent rhetoric, it tends to draw our attention,” Astra points out.

			“Don’t you people have better things to do than troll the internet?” he snaps. “I got a First Amendment right to say what I want.” 

			“The First Amendment isn’t absolute, Mr. Taylor,” I tell him. “Inciting violence is actually a crime.”

			“I didn’t incite nothin’.” 

			“We’re not here to debate the fine points with you—”

			“Then what is it you want?”

			“We just wanted to follow up with you,” I say. “Your post was rather incendiary—” 

			“As I said, check my time card and talk to my manager,” he snaps. “I wasn’t anywhere near that school. Just because I ain’t all broken up over what happened doesn’t mean I had anything to do with it.” 

			He’s not wrong. Being an irrationally angry jerk doesn’t make him the bomber. And to be honest, this guy doesn’t profile like a bomber to me. For one thing, I don’t think he’s smart enough. Our bomber is intelligent and efficient. He’s a planner and has the ability to slip in and out of places unseen. Mr. Thompson here would stand out in a crowd. But it was worth the little tête-à-tête here if for no other reason than to rule him out of the suspect pool. One down, about a million more to go. Go us. 

			“Okay, we’ll follow up on your alibi, and if it checks out, you won’t see us again,” I say. 

			“Great. The sooner you’re gone, the better.”

			“If I can give you a piece of advice, though, I’d suggest you stop posting inflammatory things online, or you’re going to be on everybody’s suspect list,” I tell him.

			“Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the advice,” he gripes, his voice dripping with sarcasm and disdain. 

			“What is your issue with the school anyway?” Astra asks.

			His face tightens. “I didn’t bleed in the sand overseas, and I don’t pay my taxes so the friggin’ government can fund the schools that indoctrinate these kids. They fill their heads with all kinds of subversive bulls—”

			“You do realize Maple Ridge is a private school, don’t you? That means, it doesn’t get government funding,” Astra interrupts, the disdain in her voice matching his. “It’s not a crime to be an ignorant fool, but you shouldn’t feel compelled to abuse the privilege either.” 

			He grits his teeth and looks ready to start throwing haymakers. And I don’t get the impression that Mr. Thompson would have any compunction about punching a woman. I see the grin tugging one corner of Astra’s mouth upward and know that she’s spoiling for a fight. As much as I’d like to see her lay this cretin out—and she absolutely would, given that she’s a master of a couple different martial arts—that probably wouldn’t be the best look for us right now. 

			“Thank you for your time, Mr. Thompson,” I say, grabbing hold of Astra’s arm. “We’ll go and speak with your manager and get out of your hair.”

			“Yeah, see that you do.” 

			I have to pull Astra away from him and drag her toward the store to check on Thompson’s alibi. She looks over her shoulder, and I feel the tension in her body. I give her arm a hard yank, pulling her attention back to me. 

			“Ease up,” I whisper. “Getting into a brawl in the parking lot of a lumber yard isn’t the most dignified thing ever.” 

			“But it might feel good to blow off some steam.”

			“We’ll go hit the bags down in the gym tonight.”

			“Not the same. The bags don’t scream,” she says, making me laugh.

			“All right, psycho. Let’s just go do this.”

			“Sure thing, Captain Buzzkill. Ruin all my fun.” 

			“Tell you what. Let’s get this done, and I’ll find you a sparring partner down at the gym.”

			She nods. “Deal.” 

			“Oh, good,” I reply with a laugh.

			We walk into the store, and I can’t deny that I share her desire to throw some punches. The frustration of the dead ends we’ve been hitting left and right as the body count continues to rise is growing. We’re still stuck on square one, but after viewing the scene at the school and having that all percolating in the back of my mind all day, I feel like we’re getting closer to some answers. It’s irrational, and I have no basis for it, but I can feel the momentum slowly building. 

			The answers are coming. We just need to keep our cool, put our heads down, and keep grinding away at this. We’re going to figure it out. I know it.   
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

			“Boss, we’ve got something here,” Rick calls the moment I step into the CDAU.

			“Did you even go home last night?” I ask.

			“For a few hours,” he replies. “I had an idea and couldn’t sleep anyway, so I figured I’d come in and see if it panned out.” 

			I look at him and frown. Rick isn’t usually in before I am in the mornings, so I glance at my watch and note that I’m not late. He’s just early. Astra and I hit the bags down at the gym to blow off some steam—which was much more needed than I realized—and then I was up half the night reviewing the case notes we’ve managed to put together so far. There isn’t much at this point, and by the time I’d had enough and decided to catch a couple hours of sleep, I felt like I might need to go hit the bags again.

			So yeah, I’m dragging ass a bit this morning. That’s why it takes me a minute to notice Rick’s appearance. He’s not the most fastidious guy around, but he looks especially sloppy this morning. His clothes are rumpled, his hair is standing out in a thousand different directions, and he’s got a wild-eyed, mad scientist look about him.

			“You’re wearing the same clothes you were in yesterday,” I note. “You sure you went home last night?” 

			“Yeah, it was dark, and I didn’t want to wake up the girlfriend, so I just grabbed what I could find,” he explains. “Turns out it was this.”

			“Hence the cloud of Axe body spray hanging over his workstation,” Mo cracks as she steps into the room.

			“The slightly thicker than normal cloud of Axe body spray,” Astra adds as she comes in and drops down at her workstation.

			“Late night?” I ask.

			She nods. “Was still restless after the gym, so I went for a run,” she says. “I’m not sure the last time I did so much physical activity. I’m sore from head to toe. Please, feel free to shoot me and put me out of my misery.” 

			“Sorry, we have work to do. Maybe after this case is over,” I reply then turn to Rick. “So, what had you in here at such an ungodly hour? What did you find?” 

			“A possible lead,” he says. “I went through and hacked into the school’s security feeds and found a guy leaving the parking lot just after the bomb went off. Like seconds after. Watch.” 

			I step to the side and turn to the monitors as the grainy feed of a security camera comes on. Sure enough, as a column of black smoke rises from the school, a dark-colored Toyota Camry pulls out of a spot and drives away casually. It could be nothing, but it could be something. Whatever it is, though, it sends a jolt of adrenaline through me.

			“Can you back up that feed?” I ask. “Let’s see if we can get the driver—”

			“He’s got a ball cap pulled low so we can’t see his face,” Rick says. “I looked.”

			He backed it up anyway, though, and we can see a man come out dressed in dark coveralls. He’s got his head down and a ballcap pulled low, just as Rick said. There is no clear angle on his face, which means facial rec is out the window.

			“He’s in coveralls and coming out of the school,” I say. “Did he impersonate a janitor? Do we have any of the feeds from inside the school?” 

			Rick starts banging away at his keys, and the four monitors behind me come alive with views from inside the school. On the screen we see kids running in terror, their mouths wide open as they scream while smoke fills the corridors.

			“Thank God there’s no sound,” Mo observes.

			I nod, agreeing with the sentiment. “Back it up, Rick. To before the bombing.”

			The action on the screens reverses. He takes it back to about fifteen minutes before the bomb went off. The scenes on the monitors change as he flips through the various camera feeds, all of us glued to the images, searching for the man in the coveralls.

			“There,” Mo points. “Monitor three.”

			Rick puts the feed on all the screens, and we watch as he comes out of the lecture hall he’d planted the bomb in. He’s pushing a janitor’s cart and making his way down the crowded corridor. Rick is able to track him through all the feeds, and we watch as he leaves his cart outside the janitorial staff room. He plucks off his identification badge, drops it in the can, and exits the school.

			We pick him up again on the walkway outside, but the entire time, he keeps his head down and his cap low, making it impossible for us to see his face. All we know is that he’s got dark hair and a beard. That’s all we’ve been able to see. 

			“It’s like he knows where the cameras are,” Astra says.

			“Of course, he would,” I reply. “He’s methodical. A planner. He knew where the cameras were because he’s scouted the area.”

			“Can we catch a plate when he drives out?” Mo asks.

			“Not from this view,” Rick says. “He smudged something over the rear plate to prevent it from being seen.”

			“You’re right. He’s a planner,” Astra says.

			But then an idea occurs to me. “What about traffic cams?” I ask. “Can you follow his route and find any traffic cams he might have passed by? He may have smudged the rear plate to beat the cameras at the school knowing it would be visible, but I’m betting he didn’t account for the front one. At least, I’m hoping he didn’t.” 

			“Great idea,” Rick says, then begins tapping away at his keys. 

			We all wait in silence, the air in the room crackling with tension. I share a hopeful look with Astra, and she gives me an encouraging smile.

			“There,” Rick says triumphantly. “As he passes through the intersection at Wilson and Broadmoor, the camera picked up his front plate. You’re right, he didn’t screw with it. I can’t get an angle on his face, but we have the plate.”

			“Excellent,” I say, feeling a charge of emotion sweep through me. 

			“The car is registered to one Kadan Hamoud,” he announces. “Thirty-five years old, works as a registered nurse at Rainier General.”

			Hamoud’s driver’s license photo comes up on the screen. He’s listed as five-seven, one hundred and sixty pounds—not very tall but pretty thin. He doesn’t look like a man who works out much but has a head full of shaggy, dark hair, dark eyes, and a thick, dark beard that’s already flecked with gray even though he’s just thirty-five years old. 

			“Hamoud was born in Syria but emigrated to the US with his parents when he was two,” Rick says. “They settled here, and Hamoud went to UW. Looks like a good student throughout his schooling days and has no criminal background.” 

			“What about affiliations?” I ask. “What are his socials like?” 

			“Clean,” Mo replies, having jumped on it when Rick gave us the name. “There are no whacked-out groups he belongs to. No anti-American posts. He’s got a lot of friends, and judging by his pictures, a pretty active lifestyle. He’s also a foodie, a beer and whiskey snob, and often frequents a vinyl record shop.”

			“He could be the Syrian version of Rick,” Astra says dryly. “Hipsters-in-Arms. When this is all over, maybe you two can be friends. If he’s innocent anyway.” 

			“Aside from being the lead suspect in a bombing spree that’s killed a bunch of people, he seems like a pretty cool guy,” Rick replies with a grin. “Seems like we have a lot in common.”

			I look at the pictures from his socials that Mo has scrolling on the monitors and feel a twinge that’s bothering me. And the more I look at his socials, the more bothered I become. Hamoud is smiling, is surrounded by friends, and looks to be living his best life. His social media page shows a man who’s outgoing and gregarious. A man who is well-liked and respected by his peers and has an extended social circle that includes a loving girlfriend. That, to me, does not fit the profile of a bomber. Not even close.

			Generally speaking, bombers tend to be introverted. They’re usually highly organized and intelligent but extremely socially awkward. They’re not adept at making and sustaining friendships, let alone romantic relationships. For the most part, they’re loners who feel cut off from society. They feel disaffected and disenfranchised, and most crucially, what sets them apart from spree killers is their unwillingness to actually place themselves in the line of fire. Bombing allows them to hide in the shadows.

			Bombers are not the sort of social butterfly that Hamoud appears to be and are most definitely not out there living their best lives. They’re usually more in the model of Ted Kaczynski—locked away in a cabin in the woods writing manifestos and various other screeds against the injustices of the world.

			Other than seeming to be highly intelligent, Hamoud is basically the polar opposite of what I’ve profiled most bombers to be. However, I have to remind myself that profiles are just useful guides. There will always be exceptions to every rule, and profiles aren’t always one hundred percent accurate. Profiles are tools meant to be used to narrow a suspect list and aren’t always completely definitive. Hamoud shares some of the traits of a bomber. He’s intelligent. Organized. Methodical. As a nurse, he has to be those things. And although he cuts against the grain of most of the profile points of a serial bomber, he could still very well be our guy. 

			But we won’t know until we talk to him. 

			“What do you want to do?” Astra asks.

			“Let’s go pick him up and see how it all shakes out,” I shrug. 

			“Let’s do it.” 
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			Interrogation Suite Alpha-2; Seattle Field Office

			“Turn the temperature down another three degrees,” I say.

			The tech taps the command on her keyboard, and I wait. The lighting in the interview room is dim, and the temperature begins to drop. The goal is to make the subject as uncomfortable as humanly possible to put him on edge. People who aren’t comfortable tend to say and do things they might not under normal conditions, so we’ve been gradually lowering the temperature in the room and dimming the lights, making Hamoud feel like he’s trapped in a box with no way out. Other than the two-way mirror we’re standing behind, there are no windows in the room that’s made out of concrete and designed to be psychologically upsetting. 

			“What do you think?” Astra asks after another five minutes have passed. 

			I fold my arms over my chest and shake my head. “Not sure yet.” 

			Kadan Hamoud is sitting on the other side of the glass at the table in the interview room. He’s nervous, his eyes darting everywhere, and I notice a tremble in his hands. We’ve been standing in the observation pod watching Hamoud through the glass for the last twenty minutes. When we picked him up, his surprise seemed genuine. He was shocked and scared that he was getting hauled in by a pair of FBI agents.

			Of course, we didn’t tell him much other than we needed to ask him some questions, preferring to let him stew in his own juices for a while. The tech works quietly, adjusting the audio and visual equipment inside the interview room. To our left is the second of the three interview rooms maintained by this pod. It’s occupied by a couple of agents from OC who are questioning some greasy, twitchy guy. The tech makes a couple of adjustments to the audio/visual equipment to make sure everything is clear. 

			“All right, you ready for this?” I ask.

			“After you.” 

			I nod to the tech to let her know we’re going in, and she starts to make adjustments to her AV board. Astra opens the door, and I walk in, my eyes never leaving Hamoud’s. She closes the door behind us, and we drop down into the chairs across the table from him. I drop the stack of folders I brought with me, the hard thud of them hitting the table making him flinch. He’s fidgeting wildly, then folds his arms over his chest to keep himself from doing it. But I hear the steady tap-tap-tap of his foot nervously beating the floor. 

			“Mr. Hamoud—”

			“Why am I here? I haven’t done anything,” he cuts me off, a noticeable edge of panic in his voice. 

			“We just need to ask you a few questions,” I tell him. 

			“About what? I haven’t done anything,” he snaps. “Why is the FBI pulling me off my job and sticking me in . . . in here?” 

			“As I said, we have a few questions we need to ask you.”

			He draws inward, clenching his arms even tighter around himself. His eyes are darting left and right, and the tapping of his foot is getting faster and louder. Astra and I wait him out, putting the pressure on him even harder with our silence. 

			“Fine. Ask your questions,” he finally grunts. 

			“You’ve heard of the two bombings—the one at the ski resort and the other at the private school?” Astra asks.

			“Of course,” he replies. “It’s all over the news. . . .”

			His voice trails off, and she lets it hang in the air between us all for a long moment. He stares at us, and I can see the moment comprehension dawns in his eyes. It is literally like a light bulb going off inside of him. A wry grin twists his lips, and he shakes his head, an expression of disgust crossing his features.

			“I see. So, you picked a brown man to pin it on,” he mutters, his voice cold and hard.

			I flip open the file in front of me. It’s the only file with actual information in it, which consists of a single sheet of paper that contains everything Rick could find on the guy. He added some blank pages to give a little heft. The rest of the stack of files is just for show. It’s another psychological ploy to make the suspect feel as if we’ve been watching and have gathered a lot of information on them. It’s an intimidation tactic that sometimes knocks people off balance. It doesn’t always work, but it’s still a good one to have in an investigator’s bag of tricks.  

			“I see here that you attend the Islamic House of Seattle,” I start. “Located in the Wallingford district—up in the north end of the city.”

			“That’s about what, twenty or twenty-five minutes from where you live?” Astra asks. 

			“That’s right. And what business is it of yours?” 

			“We were just curious why you don’t attend a mosque closer to your own home?” I ask. “There are two within walking distance of where you live.” 

			He gapes at me, a look of pure contempt on his face. Honestly, I hate what I’m doing right now. I hate the implication inherent in what I’m saying about his faith. But that particular mosque is on Homeland’s watch list, and the questions need to be asked. He was at the scene of the second bombing, and we need to find out why.

			I admit it might all be a misunderstanding. A coincidence. But it’s one we need cleared up immediately. And even though I hate what I’m doing to him right now, it’s necessary. I want him on the defensive. I want him off balance and not thinking clearly because he’s so angry. I’m more likely to get to the truth that way. 

			“My mother lives up in Wallingford,” he hisses. “I go to services with her. For her. I’m not very devout in my faith, if you really must know.” 

			It’s a good answer and one I’m going to have to check out. I put a hot rush on Rick to get me what he could as soon as he could, so he obviously didn’t have time to delve into the family. That’s easy enough to verify though. Astra, apparently picking up on my silent question, picks up her phone and shoots a text to Rick. A minute later, she gets a reply and gives me a subtle nod. 

			“All right, that checks out,” I say.

			“Of course, it does,” he spits. “You can’t possibly think I had anything to do with the bombings. I’ve never had so much as a parking ticket!” 

			What he’s saying so far checks out and is adding to the growing belief inside me that he doesn’t have anything to do with it. He doesn’t fit the profile, nor is he an extremist of any sort—religious or political. He’s espoused no controversial opinions, spouted no inflammatory rhetoric, or engaged in any sort of behavior that would align him with any particular cause or belief system. By all appearances, he’s just a guy who works hard and is focused on enjoying every moment of his life.

			But that doesn’t explain why he was at Maple Ridge. He’s got no ties to the place. He didn’t go there, doesn’t seem to know anybody working there, and doesn’t work there, obviously. So, why was he wearing a pair of coveralls, pretending to be a janitor just before the bomb went off? Granted, we didn’t really get a look at the bomber’s face, but he’s about the same height and build. He also has a dark beard like the bomber. And let’s not forget that his car was there. The preponderance of the evidence that’s stacking up right now doesn’t look too good for ol’ Kadan right now.

			“Do you know anybody who goes to, or maybe works at the Maple Ridge Prep Academy?” Astra asks.

			“The school that was bombed?”

			“That’s the one,” she confirms.

			“No. I don’t know anybody who goes to or works at that school.”

			“Have you had any business there? Any reason to be at the school?” Astra presses.

			“No,” he says. “I never really even heard of this school until the news. I went to public school.”

			Again, that checks out. But there’s a particular nugget of information I need from him.

			“Then perhaps you can tell us why you were there the morning of the bombing,” I say. “In fact, can you explain why you left just moments after the device was detonated?” 

			His eyes widen and a look of disbelief crosses his face. Hamoud takes a moment to process the question and shakes his head. 

			“I—I wasn’t there that morning,” he frowns. 

			“Are you sure of that?” I ask.

			“And don’t bother telling us you were at work,” Astra says. “We checked, and you weren’t on duty that morning.” 

			“No, I didn’t work that morning,” he protests. “And, yes, I am certain I wasn’t there.”

			Astra and I exchange a glance, then I pull out the photo still of the surveillance footage of his car leaving the parking lot. I turn it around so he can see and set it down in front of him. He picks it up, looking at it as if he’s seeing something alien from another planet.

			“Then perhaps you can tell us why your car was there that morning,” I tell him. “And that is your car. We have it on a street cam a couple of blocks away just minutes after the bombing and have a very clear view of the license plate.” 

			He shakes his head then drops the photo and looks up at us, the anger in his eyes burning like a forest fire.

			“Yes, that’s my car,” he confirms. “It was stolen a week ago.”

			“Well, that’s convenient,” Astra says. 

			“Did you file a police report after it was allegedly stolen?” I ask.

			“Yes. I did,” he spits. “I filed it at the Eighteenth Precinct. Check with them if you don’t believe me. As far as where I was, I was having breakfast with my girlfriend that morning at The Skillet like we do most mornings I’m off. Check my bank statements. I don’t care.” 

			His words hit me like a sledgehammer to the gut, driving the wind out of me. Astra and I look at each other, both of us trying to hide our consternation. If what he’s saying is true, it’s going to take us a month to clean all this egg off our faces. I clear my throat and turn back to him, doing my best to remain composed.

			“So, you’re alleging that your car was stolen—”

			“Didn’t I just say that?” he snaps. “From the parking lot at work. They have video of the guy who took it. Can’t you people do your damn jobs?” 

			If what he’s saying is true, and we missed this, then I’d have no choice but to answer his question with a resounding no. No, we can’t do our jobs properly. And that’s on me. I should have waited until we’d done our due diligence instead of rushing through the process. 

			“All right, we’re going to go and check this out, Mr. Hamoud,” I say. “Just sit tight.” 

			“Yeah. Whatever,” he growls. “I expect that when you see what I’m saying is true that you’re going to call my supervisor and tell him it was your incompetence that left my ward short-staffed today.”

			“If what you’re saying is true, I’d be more than happy to do just that,” I reply.

			I’d actually be mortified to do that, but if his story checks out, then I deserve the public humiliation. Astra and I get to our feet, and we shuffle out of the interview room. The tech looks at us with a neutral expression, doing her best to pretend she hadn’t just heard us get our asses handed to us in there. 

			“We’ll . . . we’ll be back,” I say. 

			“I’ll page somebody to come babysit,” the tech replies.

			“Yeah, thanks.” 

			Astra and I walk out of the observation pod and head back to the shop, both of us preparing ourselves to swallow a giant load of crap.
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			“Yeah, thank you. I appreciate it,” I say, then hang up the phone.

			I take a moment and turn my head up to stare at the ceiling, doing my best to let the heat of my anger die down.

			“So, I take it Hamoud’s story checks out,” Mo notes.

			“Oh, yeah,” I reply. “The reason there was nothing for us to find in the system is because they say they’re backed up on paperwork and the incident report hasn’t been uploaded yet.” 

			“More bad news,” she tells me. “I checked his financials. There is a charge at a diner near his apartment called The Skillet around the time the bomb went off.”

			“I tracked his phone, and it shows he was there too, boss,” Rick chimes in.

			“Wonderful. Can this day suck any more than it already does?”

			I sit down, perched on the edge of a table, and rake my fingers through my hair feeling like I just got kicked in the gut by an ornery mule. It seems pretty concrete—Hamoud is not our guy. The silence and tension hang heavy in the air, and nobody seems sure what to say for a long couple of minutes. Somehow, apologizing to Hamoud doesn’t seem like quite enough. I mean, we brought him in with cause. We questioned him in good faith because we had his car at the scene and his mosque is on a Homeland Security watchlist.

			Despite all that, though, I still can’t help but feel like we profiled him unfairly. I know there isn’t anybody in any branch of the law enforcement community who would have done anything differently than I did with what we had to work with. That still doesn’t make me feel any better though. To Hamoud, all he’s going to remember is that we dragged him in because he’s a Muslim who attends a mosque we’ve got eyes on. He’s going to claim we racially profiled him. We didn’t. But because the SPD can’t get their paperwork done in a timely manner, it kind of feels like we did. 

			“We just got the video from the SPD,” Mo says. “I’ll put it up.”

			We turn and watch as the monitors blink to life. A moment later, the footage from the hospital’s parking lot cams comes on. We watch in silence as we see a guy with a ball cap—the same ball cap he wore to the bombing—enter the frame. He moves furtively, looking around suspiciously. There’s nobody else around, so he walks quickly to Hamoud’s car and pops the lock. Moving like somebody who’s done this a thousand times, he jumps in, and a minute later  has the engine started then drives off. Although the camera feed is better than the school’s, it still doesn’t show us much of our bomber other than the ball cap and the beard.

			“Back it up a couple of frames,” Astra asks.

			Mo runs it back and pauses when Astra tells her to stop. It’s right before he opened the car door, but I don’t see what Astra is looking at.

			“Can you zoom in a little bit? Focus on the hand,” Astra asks.

			Mo taps a few keys, and the image zooms in on the bomber’s arm. I squint my eyes and look closer. I still don’t see it.

			“What are you looking at?”

			“He’s Caucasian,” Astra explains. “And it looks like he has some sort of tattoo on the inside of his wrist.” 

			I get to my feet and move closer to the monitor to take a better look. I nod. She’s right. But the image gets too grainy when Mo tries to zoom in on it for us to make out what it is. But the arm definitely belongs to a white male—which is a pretty standard profile for a serial bomber. But I’m not going to mention that. No need to burst her bubble. 

			“Listen, he could still be involved,” Astra says. “Maybe he set this up, and his car being stolen is all staged. I mean, isn’t it convenient his car was stolen in plain sight of a camera?” 

			“I mean, it’s possible. But I’m pretty certain this isn’t our guy,” I reply. “He doesn’t fit the profile at all. I just don’t get the sense that he’s involved.” 

			Astra nods, a slight frown creasing her lips. “So, what should we do?”

			“We kick him loose and start over—”

			Before I can finish my statement, the doors to the shop whoosh open, and I groan when I see Winslow storm in. His expression is dark, and he glares at me balefully.

			“Your office,” he snarls. “Now.” 

			He points to my office door as if to illustrate his command—a command he has no right issuing in my own shop.

			“Did you not think I understood what you meant or something?” I snap, then look at Astra and roll my eyes. “I guess this day actually can suck more than it already does.”

			“Exponentially, apparently,” she replies. 

			“Call the coroner,” I call over my shoulder as I stride toward my office door, Winslow on my tail. “One of us is going to need a body bag.” 
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			Office of SSA Wilder, Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			“First off, you do not storm into my unit and make demands of me,” I growl, slamming the door behind me. “You don’t even work for the Bureau. You’ve got no standing to bark orders at anybody, let alone at me.”

			“Why was I not informed you have a suspect in custody?”

			I round on him. “It’s not my job to keep you informed. You asked me to leave your task force. Or did that slip your mind?” 

			“You forced me to ask you to leave.”

			I wave him off. “I made it easy for you to do what you wanted to do anyway.” 

			We’re both standing a few feet apart, my temper burning just as hot as his. He stares down at me imperiously, so I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him, unwilling to concede an inch in this battle of wills. 

			“You were told to keep my task force informed—”

			“And I will when I have information worth sharing.”

			“Oh, and you don’t think the fact that you brought somebody in for questioning was worth sharing?” 

			“Not when it doesn’t pan out. I was just about to kick him loose because he’s not involved,” I snap back. “I cannot and will not stop everything we’re doing every single time we question somebody and wait for you to come running. I know you, Winslow. You’ll slow walk it just to be spiteful. I have an investigation to run, and I’m not going to cater to you or your ego.” 

			“You are playing with fire, Wilder,” he says, his voice low and hard. “You do not want to cross me. I swear to God—”

			“You do not come into my office and threaten me. Ever!” I shout. “You do not work for the Bureau. I do not answer to you.” 

			“When we’re done with this investigation, and we catch the bomber, I am going to make it my life’s mission to ruin you. I am going to come at you with everything I have,” he spouts. “I am going to call in every favor I have out there and make sure I destroy your career. I will make sure your unit is taken from you and that you’re shipped out to the middle of nowhere. How does the Anchorage field office sound, Wilder? That’s where you’ll be when I get done with you.”

			“Do your worst, you arrogant prick!” I scream at him. “Don’t think that I can’t and won’t fight back twice as hard. You may get away with bullying your own team, but you will not steamroll me. Come for me, and you’ll find out what happens. We’ll see who ends up with their career destroyed!” 

			He turns his back to me and puts his hands on his hips, staring out at the bullpen. Everybody quickly turns away, pretending they weren’t watching the gladiator match through the glass wall in my office. Winslow takes a moment to gather himself, which is just fine with me since I could use a couple of beats to calm down myself. I’ve got a temper, but I’ve always prided myself on being able to keep it in check. Bad things happen when I let that genie out of its bottle. Winslow, though, is one of only a handful of people on this planet who seem able to pop the cork on it at will. 

			He finally turns back to me, his face stony and hard. “I want to question your suspect.”

			“He’s not a suspect. He’s been cleared—”

			“I want to clear him myself,” he snaps. “I question your tactics and have no faith in your abilities. I would prefer to talk to this suspect on my own.”

			“His car was stolen. That’s been confirmed by SPD,” I say. “He was nowhere near the school that morning. His bank statements attest to that fact. Facts, Winslow. You remember what those are, don’t you? Facts are kind of indisputable.”

			“Do I need to file a formal request with your SAC? Or will you extend me a modicum of professional courtesy?” 

			I scoff. “Professional courtesy? That’s rich coming from you.” 

			“Fine. I’ll go speak with SAC Espinoza myself.”

			I sigh. “You know what? Go talk to him. I don’t care,” I snap. “You’re wasting your time. He’s clear and is not a suspect.” 

			“That’s for me to decide.” 
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			Astra and I stand in the observation pod watching Winslow pace back and forth behind the chairs we were sitting in before. His jaw is clenched, and he’s staring hard at Hamoud who shrinks away from him. Before he went in, Winslow told the tech he wants this all off the record, meaning no audio or visual. I made sure to countermand that order.

			“Be sure there are no problems with the recording,” I tell the tech. “I want a clean copy of this whole crapshow.”

			“You got it,” she replies with a grin.

			Winslow leans down and braces himself on the table with his fists. He stares into Hamoud’s eyes like he’s about to snatch the soul out of his body. 

			“Why’d you do it?” Winslow starts.  

			“I didn’t do anything,” Hamoud protests. 

			“Stop lying to me. That mosque you belong to has been under surveillance for months,” Winslow says. “We know your members are planning attacks—”

			“That’s not true. You’re lying,” Hamoud responds. “Besides, I only go there to appease my mother. I’m not a member.” 

			“Uh-huh. You’re there often enough. And we’ve seen you talking to a couple of the guys we’ve got an eye on. You really telling me you don’t know what they’re planning?” Winslow growls. “You really telling me you didn’t know they were planning to bomb the resort and the school? Or that you were helping them do it?”

			Hamoud shoots to his feet so fast he knocks the chair over. Winslow grins and stands up, his body tensing, balling his hands into fists. He looks like he’s hoping Hamoud gives him an excuse to beat him to a pulp.

			“Pick up that chair and sit down,” Winslow orders. 

			“I know my rights. If you’re not charging me—”

			“You don’t have any rights. You’re a terror suspect, chief,” Winslow snaps. “Under the Patriot Act, I can hold you indefinitely. Maybe send you to Gitmo if I’m feelin’ like it.”

			“I want a lawyer.”

			“What part of ‘you don’t have rights as a terror suspect’ do you not understand? Now pick up that chair and sit your ass down in it. Now.” 

			Hamoud stares at him for a moment, his lips quivering. He slowly bends down and picks up the chair, though, then sits down. He folds his hands in his lap and bows his head. Fear is etched into his features, and his eyes are shimmering with tears. I don’t think Hamoud has ever been this scared in his entire life, and my heart goes out to him. 

			“Are we going to let this continue?” Astra whispers to me. “Are we going to let Winslow keep badgering him like this? He’s innocent.”

			“I know. Just . . . let it play out for a little while longer,” I say. 

			She looks at me, horrified. “Blake—”

			“Just a few more minutes. Trust me,” I say then turn back to the window to watch.

			“I’ve got your ass in a sling, Kadan. I’ve got you at the scene—”

			“I wasn’t at the scene. My car was stolen!” he shrieks. “Ask that other agent.”

			Winslow cuts his eyes to the glass knowing I’m standing here. A cruel little smirk curls the corner of his mouth up, all but daring me to intervene. I stand pat and wait.

			“Blake,” Astra presses.

			“Just a little longer, Astra.” 

			“You’re lying, Kadan,” Winslow says. “You had your buddy pretend to steal your car—”

			“That’s not true. That’s not true!” Hamoud responds, his voice cracking. 

			“That’s the way it looks to me. Now, all you have to do is tell me who else was involved, and we can help you out.”

			“I don’t know who was involved,” Hamoud shouts. “I don’t know anything about it.” 

			“This is your last chance. If you don’t help me now, I’m going to turn this over to the DOJ. They’re going to decide what to do with you,” he says. “But based on my recommendation, I guarantee they’re going to prosecute you on terror charges under the Patriot Act. You’ll never see your family again, Kadan. Well, you might see your mom, since I’ll move to have her charged along with you as a co-conspirator.”

			“You can’t—”

			“I can, and I will,” Winslow spits. “I’ll charge your whole damn family if I want to. I’ll start with your mom, then move on to your baby sister—” 

			“No. Please. My family is innocent. They’ve done nothing.”

			Winslow leans forward again, balanced on his hands, a predatory grin on his face. “So, you’re saying that you’re guilty of something? That you want to confess something to me?”

			Hamoud looks to the glass, his eyes wide and pleading, then turns back to Winslow. He knows he’s caught in a bear trap, and the only way to escape is to gnaw off one of his own legs. Winslow’s put him in an impossible situation—Hamoud is going to have to take the rap if he wants to keep the ASAC from going after his family. It’s tantamount to torture where the victim will tell his tormentor anything he wants to hear just to make it stop. Hamoud is willing to go to prison for crimes he didn’t commit to save his family from Winslow’s wrath. 

			“Blake,” Astra says.

			I nod. “Keep rolling,” I tell the tech. 

			I stride to the door and burst into the interview room. Winslow rounds on me, his face twisted in rage. 

			“Get the hell out of here, Wilder. This suspect was just about to confess—”

			“To crimes he didn’t commit,” I cut him off. “I will not let you bully or coerce this man into a confession. He did not commit the bombings. He’s innocent—as I told you before you bullied your way in here.”

			“I swear to God, Wilder—” 

			“We have all the reports from the SPD. Mr. Hamoud’s car was stolen. We have receipts showing he was here in the city and not down in Maple Valley at the time of the bombing. He’s innocent, and I will not allow you to threaten him to obtain a false confession,” I growl. “Now, I’ve extended you enough professional courtesy, ASAC Winslow. It’s time for you to go. If you don’t leave on your own, I will have you escorted from the premises.” 

			His face is red, and he’s apoplectic as he stares at me. I give him a sly grin then turn to Hamoud.

			“You’re free to go—with the Bureau’s, and my own personal, sincerest apologies,” I tell him. “We’ll have somebody drive you back to the hospital. I’ll be sure to call your supervisor and explain the situation. Again, we’re sorry for the misunderstanding.” 

			Hamoud looks from me to Winslow and back again. He licks his lips nervously and gives me a nod.

			“Th—thank you, Agent Wilder,” he says softly.

			“Come on, I’ll take you out,” Astra says. 

			She escorts him out, leaving me with Mt. St. Winslow who’s on the verge of erupting. The veins in his neck are standing out, and his nostrils are flaring. He looks like an angry bull, ready to charge. 

			He puts a finger in my face. “You had no right—”

			“I had every right. You were threatening a suspect with things you had no right to be threatening him with in an attempt to coerce a confession,” I say. “Patriot Act or not, that’s against the law. You’re lucky I don’t file a beef with your supervisor. And I still may if you’re not out of my building in ten seconds. Get out of here, Winslow.” 

			“This isn’t the end of this,” he huffs. 

			“That’s fine,” I reply. “Do your worst.”

			He gives me a lopsided grin. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I will.”

			He storms out of the room, and only when he’s gone do I let out a long breath. I turn and walk back into the observation pod.

			“Did we get it all?” I ask.

			The tech nods. “Every syllable.”

			“Perfect.” 

			The day has gone to utter and complete crap, but at least Winslow was kind enough to provide me with a little bit of leverage to use against him when he comes for me. And he will. Of that, I have no doubt. I can already feel him marshaling his forces while I have to take stock of my allies to see if I have anybody aside from Rosie who will go to bat for me. I frown, though, realizing the cupboards are pretty bare. I’m not part of the old boys’ club—for obvious reasons. That makes my recording that much more important.

			At least I have that going for me. 
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			Residence of Thomas Booth; Laurelhurst District, Seattle

			“Jesus,” Astra mutters. “What a mess.” 

			I nod. “I can’t believe he survived the initial blast. He’s lucky.”

			“If he survives somehow, I doubt he’s going to feel very lucky,” Astra says. “I can’t believe this happened to Thomas Booth of all people. He’s a good guy. Does a lot of good work in the community.”

			“Who’s Thomas Booth?” I ask. 

			Astra looks at me like I’ve just grown a second head. I can tell it’s an effort for her to keep from rolling her eyes. 

			“Booth was a middle linebacker in the NFL for almost ten years. Played in Philadelphia for most of his career. Won a Super Bowl with them before finishing his career with his hometown Seahawks. Made the Pro Bowl three times—”

			I laugh. “All right, so he was a football player,” I say. “No need to give me his entire resume and career highlights.”

			She shrugs. “What can I say? I’m a fan. Anyway, after he retired, he opened a gym. He’s now known as a personal trainer to the stars. Travels all over, but his home base is here,” she says. “So, yeah, it’s pretty shocking. He does a lot of work with a lot of charities. Works with kids. Gives back to the community—he’s widely considered one of the nicest people around. I can’t fathom why somebody would want to do this to him.”

			Laurelhurst is one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Seattle and is unaccustomed to the violence that plagues the rougher parts of the city. Having a bomb go off in their staid, well-heeled environs is unheard of and seems to have shaken the neighborhood to its core. The people are all out on the street, standing behind the tape line, craning their necks to get a peek at the carnage inside the house. It’s the one thing they share with the common folk down in the city—a love of blood and chaos. 

			We’re standing in what used to be the kitchen of Thomas Booth’s home. Like all the homes here in Laurelhurst, it’s large and opulent. The kitchen is thoroughly modern with stainless steel appliances, black and white tile, a stainless steel backsplash behind an eight-burner gas range, and pair of center islands. The islands are tile—the one on the right has a deep sink and trash compacter underneath, and the one on the left is just a flat surface. Each of them has four tall barstools lining one side for extra seating in the kitchen. 

			Astra and I are staring at the wreckage of the island on the left. It’s charred, the tiles are cracked and jagged, and it looks like a giant bite has been taken out of it. The refrigerator and all the appliances behind us are pocked and blackened, and the frosted glass in the cabinet faces has been cracked or blown out entirely. Even the ceiling looks like it went through a blast furnace.

			“What do we know so far?” I ask.

			Lydia Callahan, one of SPD’s few detectives worth a damn, is standing on the other side of the island. She was the first to respond when the explosion was called in and has been working the scene ever since. 

			“Based on what we’ve been able to piece together, Mr. Booth received a package, brought it in here, and sat it down on that island,” she tells us. “And when he opened it, the thing blew up in his face. Literally.”

			We’re standing at ground zero, where I assume Mr. Booth was standing when the device exploded. I look behind me and quickly note that unlike the scene at Maple Ridge, the appliances and cupboards behind us are charred but don’t look like they went through a meat grinder. There were no nails or ball bearings in the package that blew up. 

			“Do we have any idea what kind of shape Mr. Booth is in?” I ask. 

			“He’s probably not going to make it, to be honest,” Callahan answers grimly. “He’s suffered severe burns from his waist up to his face. And the bomb itself blew his left arm completely off and took his right arm off at the elbow.”

			“Jesus,” I mutter. 

			“Yeah, it’s bad. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she says. “This connected to the other bombings?”

			“On the surface, I’d say yes,” I reply. “But we won’t know for sure until we get the comparison of the chemical compounds. If I were a betting woman, though, I’d say it’s going to come back a match.”

			“So, does that mean you’re taking the case off my hands?” Callahan asks. 

			“Yeah, we’ll fold it into our investigation, but if you want to stay on and liaise with us—” 

			“Pass. But thanks,” she replies quickly. “I’ve got enough on my plate as it is, and this seems way above my pay grade. I’m more than happy to pass this off to you. I’ll make sure to have the officers out canvassing get you anything they’ve dug up.”

			“All right, that’s great. Thank you,” I say. “I’ll make sure to send you reports and keep you in the loop.” 

			“Thanks,” Callahan says. “I’ll leave you to it then.” 

			The detective walks away, leaving us to survey the scene, which is entirely horrific. I look at what’s left of the center island, at the walls, the appliances, and even the ceiling. There’s a strange residue that covers the areas hit by the bomb—except where Booth was standing. That area doesn’t have the same sort of residue. 

			“What are you thinking?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m thinking this bomb was different than the one at the school,” I say.

			“How so?”

			“Look around,” I reply. “There’s no shrapnel. This one wasn’t packed with nails and ball bearings. But I’m going to guess that there was some sort of liquid or gelatin chemical compound that burst onto Booth’s body when the bomb went off. Something like napalm. Something that stuck to his skin and continued to melt it.”

			Astra nods. “That would account for the severe burns.” 

			“So would taking a bomb blast to the face and torso.”

			We both turn to see Winslow stepping into the kitchen. He’s apparently recovered his swagger after the incident in the interrogation suite because he’s got that smarmy smirk on his face again as he looks at us. 

			“We meet again,” he says. “And once again, on my crime scene.” 

			“Are we really going to do this again?” I ask.

			“No, we’re not. Given that my task force has the lead on this investigation, this is my crime scene,” he says. “Therefore, I am ordering you off of it.”

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

			“Actually, I’m not. It’s time for you ladies to go,” he says. 

			“Winslow—”

			He turns to me. “Did you happen to notice that you cut your little boyfriend Hamoud loose, and we have a bombing the next day?” he asks. “Weird coincidence, huh?” 

			“This is ridiculous,” I mutter. 

			Astra frowns. “You might be the pettiest, most ignorant piece of sh—” 

			“Fine. Whatever,” I cut in. “We’re done here. We got what we need.” 

			“Good,” Winslow replies. “Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”

			Chins raised defiantly, Astra and I stride out of the kitchen. Some of Winslow’s cronies are gathered about the house casting dark looks at us. Some are smirking, and others are whispering to one another like a bunch of catty high school girls. As we step out of the house and into the gloom of the day, I see a crime scene tech I’ve worked with before by the van and make a beeline over to her. She’s pulling her kit and tools out of the van. 

			“Talia, hey,” I greet her.

			“Hey, Blake. Astra. How’s it going?” she greets us with a smile. 

			“As good as can be expected, I guess,” I say. 

			“Yeah. How’s it looking in there?” 

			“Pretty grim,” I say. “Speaking of which, I need you to do me a favor.”

			“Name it.”

			“I need the analysis on the chemical compound in the bomb compared to the first two,” I tell her. “And I need you to not tell Winslow you’re helping me.”

			“Happily. The guy’s a jerk,” she replies. “And hey, we’re all on the same team, right?”

			I give her a grin. “That’s why I love you, Talia,” I say. “Also, there is a strange residue on the cupboards and appliances and everything within the blast radius. I doubt Winslow’s going to notice it, but can you make sure you test it?”

			“Absolutely. Thanks for the heads up,” she says. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

			“Thanks, Talia. I owe you one.”
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			“What can you tell us about his condition?” I ask.

			The doctor shifts on his feet, looking distinctly uncomfortable. Orderlies, doctors, nurses, and visitors buzz by us in the hallway. The hospital is an anthill of activity, and we stand off to the side with Dr. Robertson who has been treating Booth since he was brought in. Robertson frowns; he obviously doesn’t like being questioned.

			“Dr. Robertson, do you have a prognosis for Mr. Booth?” Astra presses.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t. All I know is his condition is grave,” he says. “If I’m being perfectly honest, I don’t expect him to survive. His wounds are too extensive.”

			“What can you tell me about the burns?” I ask.

			“He’s got fourth-degree burns on his entire torso, neck, and face,” he says. “Frankly, I’m surprised he’s alive at all. In all honesty, I don’t expect his condition to improve. I’m doing all I can, but to me, it’s a matter of when, not if, Mr. Booth passes away.” 

			It’s about as grim a prognosis as I expected. Although I didn’t see Booth’s condition or his body, like Dr. Robertson, I’m surprised he’s alive at all. The fact that he survived the bomb blast is shocking. Unless that was the bomber’s intent. I don’t want to believe anybody could be so sadistic, but as we drove to the hospital, the thought occurred to me that Booth’s survival was intentional. I’ll have to talk to an explosives expert, but I started to wonder if perhaps the bomb blast was toned down intentionally to increase Booth’s suffering. 

			“Tell me this if you can, Dr. Robertson,” I start. “Were his wounds more consistent with a bomb blast or with something like a chemical burn. Which wounds were more prevalent?”

			He looks at me, a surprised look on his face. “Well, I personally would have expected more extensive blunt force trauma from a bomb blast. I would have expected to see more internal damage—punctured organs, broken bones, and the like. There was some internal damage from the blast, of course. But nowhere near the extent there should have been. Most of his injuries were external—”

			“Could his injuries have been caused by chemicals that adhered to his skin?” I ask. “I was thinking along the lines of something like napalm?”

			Robertson thinks it over for a minute then nods. “Yes, as a matter of fact, that is a possibility,” he says. “We were so focused on trying to get him stable that we haven’t been able to run any tests, but I’d say that is entirely possible.”

			“Do you still have his clothing?” I ask.

			“What’s left of it anyway?” Astra adds.

			“We do. We have fragments of it anyway,” Robertson nods. “Some of his clothing adhered to his skin, and some of it burned away. But we do have some, yes.”

			“Great. If you don’t mind, I need to take the clothing you have left,” I say. “I want to get it to the FBI lab for testing.”

			“I’ll see to it that you get it,” he replies. “Tell me, is this bombing connected to the other two I saw on the news?”

			“Officially, I can’t comment on the status of an ongoing investigation,” I tell him. “Unofficially, yes, we think they are. That’s why we need his clothing—to make the definitive link between them all.”

			“Of course,” he says. “Terrible, nasty business.” 

			“Very,” Astra says.

			“I’ll be sure to get Mr. Booth’s clothing over to you,” Robertson says. 

			“Thank you, Doctor.”

			“Of course,” he replies. “I really need to go. I have patients to check on.”

			He gives us a tight smile then walks away. The pressure to solve this case is starting to press down on me even harder as the bodies continue to mount. The momentum is building—I can feel it. But what it’s building toward, I’m not sure anymore. 
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			“Okay, thank you,” I say and disconnect the call. 

			I frown and stare down at my phone for a moment. The news I just received wasn’t unexpected, but it still sucks.

			“Everything okay?” Astra asks. 

			“Yeah, that was Dr. Robertson,” I say. “Booth died. About an hour ago.” 

			The room falls silent for a moment as everybody processes the news. They all recover quickly, though, and seem to get their heads back into the game. 

			“That really sucks,” Astra sighs. “He was a good guy.” 

			“Yeah,” I reply. “Best thing we can do for him now, though, is to find his killer.”

			“Right. Then let’s get to it,” Astra says. 

			“I got a report from the lab,” Mo tells us. “The chemical signature of the bomb was consistent with the first two, and it was set to trigger when the box was opened. Sophisticated device. Whoever built it knew what they were doing.”

			“There’s our definitive link between the three bombings. Did we get anything from the residue that was all over the scene?” I ask. “Did they find any trace on his clothing?” 

			Mo nods as she reads from her screen. “In addition to the chemical signature on the fragments of his clothing, they also found other chemical agents that weren’t consistent with the first two bombs,” she says. “They found traces of gasoline, benzine, a polymeric agent, as well as polystyrene and—”

			“Homemade napalm,” I mutter. “Jesus.”

			“So, he loaded up his bomb with—napalm?” Rick raises an eyebrow. “Isn’t that like, total overkill?” 

			I pace the front of the room, my hands clasped behind my back as I process the information and reconcile it with what I already know. The picture it’s painting is beyond disturbing. It tells me the bomber is even more sadistic than I first thought. Well, it confirms that thought for me anyway. 

			“He intentionally made his bomb less powerful and loaded it with his homemade napalm. He ensured the blast wouldn’t kill Booth, but the napalm would,” I say. 

			“But why?” Mo asks.

			“He wants his victims to suffer,” I muse. “Wants them to experience the most excruciating pain they’ve ever felt before they die.”

			“It seems like a lot of trouble to go to. But it lines up with what you were saying about the teacher—Cooks. He rigged that device with nails and ball bearings. You said he was trying to punish her,” Astra offers.

			“Yeah, exactly. It’s payback. He’s a sin collector,” I say. “He’s got a beef with these people. A very serious beef. They did something to him at some point. Something so egregious, at least in his mind, to warrant these grisly, brutal deaths.”

			Silence descends over the room again as my words sink in. Everybody seems to be feeling the weight of the situation we’re facing. With this third bombing, I’m pretty sure we have conclusive proof that my initial read on the bombings was correct—this is personal. To my mind, there’s no doubt about it anymore. 

			“What could these people have done to this guy to warrant this?” Mo asks quietly.

			I shake my head. “That’s the question we need to answer. Or one of the questions we need to answer anyway.” 

			“I hate to be the responsible one around here, but this is information we should probably share with Winslow’s task force,” Astra chimes in. “I don’t think there’s any question this isn’t religiously or politically motivated. We can use his eyes and resources to find this guy before he kills anybody else.” 

			I grit my teeth but know she’s right. “Yeah. Okay.”

			I pull my cell out of my pocket and dial his number, then hit speaker and set it down on the edge of the desk. Surprisingly, he picks up on the first ring.

			“I almost sent this call to voicemail,” he says. “I do get tired of spam calls.” 

			“I have information for you,” I say.

			“Oh, sharing information? How magnanimous of you,” he sneers, his voice tinny. “And what’s spurred this new spirit of cooperation?”

			“Doing what’s in the best interest of the city and the people as a whole,” I reply. 

			“Oh, that’s a lovely sentiment—”

			“We’re looking for a sin collector, Winslow. He’s punishing those who’ve wronged him,” I say. “This is a personal bombing spree—”

			“Yes, you’ve been pushing that narrative from the jump. I disagreed then, and I disagree now,” he snaps. “Now, if there’s nothing else—”

			“Winslow, this beef between you and me is one thing. This bombing spree is something else entirely,” I tell him. “If we don’t all get on the same page, more people are going to die.” 

			“And that’s what we’re trying to prevent, Wilder. That’s why we’re about to raid a couple of mosques and a militia compound,” he says. “Now, if you’re done playing this game, I have bad guys to catch—including your little boyfriend, Hamoud.”

			I stand there, open-mouthed and staring at my phone like he can see me or something. I can’t believe what he’s doing. 

			“Winslow, you have to call it off. There’s no reason to believe any of them have anything to do with the bombings,” I urge him.

			“We have just as many reasons to believe they did,” he counters. 

			“You’re only going to damage the relationship between the community and law enforcement if you do this. It’s reckless and based on nothing,” I press.

			“Oh, thanks for the advice. But if that’s all, I really need to go—”

			“Winslow, don’t do this. You’re looking the wrong way,” I say. “We need your help to catch the right guy before he hits again.”

			“Have to, Title Nine,” he says. “You have yourselves a good day.”

			There’s a loud click, and the line goes dead. I mutter a string of curses to myself and start pacing again. His pettiness is going to cost lives. That means it falls to us to get the job done. And to get it done quickly. 

			“All right,” I say. “If we can’t count on him, we need to do this on our own.”

			“Let’s get to it then,” Astra says.

			I nod. “Okay, Mo, look at the list of chemicals they were able to pull,” I say. “Find the most difficult ones to get and see if you can get a list of people who’ve purchased them recently. It’s a needle in a haystack, but do the best you can.”

			“I’m on it, boss,” she says. 

			“Rick, I—”

			“I have something for you, boss,” he cuts me off, sounding excited.

			“What do you have? Lay it on me.”

			“I was able to access Booth’s doorbell camera and saw who left the package.”

			Adrenaline shoots through me, making my blood grow warm with anticipation. I temper my thoughts though. This could be another false lead—it feels like we’ve run down a thousand of them already. But it’s time for us to step into the breach and chase another one down if needs be. Eventually, one of the leads we work up isn’t going to be a false one. Eventually, one of the leads we manage to work up is going to lead us to the killer. 

			“On screen,” he calls.

			I turn and look at the monitors as the footage from Booth’s doorbell camera pops up. It’s surprisingly clear and in color, which is a plus. We watch as a squirrelly-looking guy approaches the doorstep. He can’t be more than five-six. The guy is thin with sandy blond hair and dark eyes. He’s wearing a blue, long-sleeved flannel shirt, blue jeans, and a Mariners ball cap that’s pulled low, and he’s carrying a package that’s wrapped in plain, brown paper.  

			“He doesn’t have a beard,” Mo notes.

			“Beards can be shaved,” Astra points out. “But this guy looks shorter than the guy who was outside the school. Thin like him, but shorter.” 

			She’s right. The guy we’re looking at does appear to be shorter than the guy who was at the school in Hamoud’s stolen car. But it’s close. 

			“Rick, can you—”

			“Already running it through facial rec,” he answers, then after a moment adds, “and we have a winner, ladies and—ladies.” 

			“What’s his name?” I ask.

			“His name is Jeremy Spain,” he says. “Twenty-two. Lives in the U District. He’s a college dropout and works at a video game store. No criminal record, but he does have a couple of outstanding parking tickets.” 

			“Does he have any connection to Booth or Cooks?” I ask.

			“Not that I can see—superficially anyway,” he says. “I’ll need to dig in deep to find any sort of nexus between them.” 

			“Good. Do that,” I say. “And Mo, see if you can’t find a connection between Cooks and Booth, and then cross-check that against the list of victims at the first bombing. There is a connection there. We know that now. It’s just a matter of finding it.”

			“Will do,” Mo replies. 

			I turn to Astra. “Let’s go talk to Jeremy.”

			“Right behind you.” 
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			Geek Stop Games; University District, Seattle

			When we walk into the game store, all heads turn our way. We don’t really fit in with the mostly male, under-twenty demographic the store seems to cater to. I check the DMV photo Rick sent me against the crowd in the store. When I spot Jeremy Spain standing behind the counter talking to a guy excitedly—the only two people in the small shop that didn’t seem to take note of our arrival—I know instinctively that he’s not our bomber. 

			Sometimes you just get a feeling about a person based on nothing more than how they look. Maybe it’s something they say or how they carry themselves, but I’m usually pretty good about getting a good read on a person early on. And my Spidey-Sense is telling me that Jeremy Spain is not our guy. But still, we need to do our due diligence, so we walk over to the counter. 

			He’s engaged in an animated conversation about trolls, elves, and a host of other things that mean absolutely nothing to me. He might as well be speaking Chinese for all I understand. He glances at us as we step to the counter and holds his finger up.

			“Gimme a minute. I’ll be right with you,” he says.

			He returns to talking about the graphics and resolution on a particular game console. For the record, he seems to think the console he’s talking about is absolute trash—a sentiment the kid he’s talking to obviously doesn’t share. Astra and I exchange a glance after about a minute of listening to this scintillating debate. With a sigh, I pull out my badge and plunk it down on the counter. Jeremy looks at it, and I see his eyes widen. He looks up at me, and his face drains of color before my very eyes. 

			“FBI?” he asks. 

			“Yeah. We need to talk, Mr. Spain,” I say. “Now.” 

			The kid he’s talking to snaps his head up to look at us, then at Jeremy, then back to us again. “I—I just came in here to buy a new game,” he stammers. “I don’t even know this guy.”

			“Beat it,” Astra says. 

			The kid lets out a squeak and trips over his feet as he stumbles to get away. He manages to catch himself, though, and sprints out the door, nearly running into a few people as he goes. Jeremy has a look on his face like he’s thinking of doing the same thing.

			“Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” I ask.

			“Y—yeah. Sure. Follow me,” he says, then calls to his coworker. “Zack, I’ll be back in a couple of minutes. I hope.” 

			He cuts a glance at us then waves us behind the counter. We walk through a storeroom that’s filled with shelves crammed with all kinds of video game gear—consoles, controllers, games, cords. It’s chaos back there with no sense of order whatsoever. I’m not really a hardcore, type A sort of person, but the state of their stockroom is giving me fits. 

			We walk into a small office at the back, and Jeremy steps behind the desk as if he’s trying to put as much physical distance between us as he can. The office, unlike the stockroom, is neat and orderly—an island of serenity in that sea of turmoil beyond the door. 

			“Wh—what can I do for you?” Jeremy asks. 

			“You’ve seen the news?” Astra asks. “Saw that Thomas Booth was killed in an explosion at his home?” 

			I look at him closely, gauging his reaction. He looks away, unable to meet our eyes for more than a second at a time. Jeremy licks his lips nervously and is shifting on his feet, unable to stand still.  

			“You know why we’re here, don’t you?” I ask. 

			He shakes his head quickly—too quickly—and still won’t look at me.

			“Jeremy,” Astra says. “She asked you a question.”

			“I—I don’t. I don’t know why you’re here.”

			I sigh. “Jeremy, we’re not here to play games, so let’s get down to business,” I say. “We have you on Thomas Booth’s doorbell camera dropping off a package on his porch.”

			“A package that blew up and ultimately killed him,” Astra adds. 

			He flinches as if her words physically struck him. Jeremy looks down at the ground, trembling and seemingly unable to speak. I walk to the desk and brace myself on my arms, staring hard at him. He seems to draw inward even more than he already was. His eyes shimmer, and he seems to be fighting to keep his tears from falling.

			“I don’t think you put the bomb in that package, Jeremy. I’m not sure you even knew there was a bomb in there,” I tell him. “I think you just delivered it for somebody else. Am I right? Is that what happened?”

			Jeremy remains frozen, unable to speak, unable to move—I’m not even sure he’s breathing. The seconds of silence tick by, and the tension in the small room is growing thicker by the moment. 

			“Jeremy, it would behoove you to speak with us,” Astra presses. “If you’re unwilling to cooperate, we can charge you as an accessory since you did deliver the bomb that ultimately killed Mr. Booth.” 

			He snaps his head up and looks at us with wide eyes and an expression of terror etched into his face. 

			“Y—you can’t do that,” he says. “I mean, you wouldn’t do that, would you? I didn’t have nothin’ to do with it. I just—like you said—delivered a package. I was paid to deliver a package, and that’s it. I didn’t know what was inside.” 

			“So, somebody hired you to deliver the package,” I say.

			He nods. “Paid me five hundred bucks to drop it off. It wasn’t too far out of my way, so I did it. Yeah.”  

			“Who paid you, Jeremy?” I ask. “Who paid you to deliver the package?” 

			“I don’t know who he is,” Jeremy says. “He stopped me on the street and asked me to deliver it. I was going to say no because the guy was kind of creepy, but then he flashed the five bills and . . . I swear, I didn’t know.”

			“So, he just picked you out at random?” Astra raises an eyebrow. “Just walked up to you on the street and handed you five hundred bucks to drop a box off at somebody’s house—and you didn’t think there was something screwy with that?” 

			“Look, man, I make minimum wage here,” Jeremy protests. “Do you really think I’m going to turn down five bills just to drop off a box?” 

			Astra glances at me, and I give her a shrug. We can stand here hammering away at him all day long, but nothing’s going to change. He’s a stupid kid who made a stupid decision. Though in his place, at his age, I can’t say either of us would have done any differently, so I suppose I shouldn’t be too hard on him. 

			“All right, this man—what did he look like?” I ask. 

			Jeremy shrugs. “I don’t know. He wasn’t tall—”

			“Taller than you?” Astra asks.

			He shrugs again. “A couple of inches, yeah. I guess.” 

			“Okay, what else?” I ask. “Describe him.” 

			“He was a white guy. He had dark hair, dark eyes . . . he was really thin,” he says. “Had a beard. He was kind of nerdy looking. A nervous guy. A little twitchy.”

			“And he didn’t give you his name?” Astra asks.

			He shakes his head. “No. He just offered me the money to deliver the package to the address on the label, and that was it. I swear it. If I’d known what was in the box, I never would have agreed to deliver it—five hundred bucks or not.”

			The thing is, I believe the kid. The pain and fear in his eyes over Booth’s death seems authentic to me. He doesn’t strike me as a skilled actor, nor does he seem to be the sort of sociopathic monster he’d have to be to do the sort of things the bomber has done. To inflict the sort of suffering and cruelty that would be required to essentially burn somebody alive or ravage their body with nails. 

			“Where were you when the guy approached you?” Astra asks. 

			“I was outside the coffee house.”

			“Which one?” I press. 

			“The one over on Pierce—The Java Shack,” he says. 

			“All right,” I say and hand him my card. “We may have some follow-up questions, so make sure you stay reachable.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he nods. 

			Astra and I leave the store and head back to the car, neither of us speaking. We’re both too busy processing what Jeremy told us, trying to reconcile it with what we already know—and what we don’t. There is a lot going on here. A lot of moving parts. 

			“What do you think?” she asks. 

			“I think he’s a scared kid,” I reply.

			“But do you think he’s being honest? Do you think his story is legit?” 

			“What do you think?” 

			Astra frowns. “At this point, I’m not sure what to believe.”

			“Yeah, I know that feeling,” I acknowledge. “But to answer your question, I think he’s legit. I think he’s being honest. All he saw was the money.” 

			“That’s fair,” she replies.

			We climb into the car and pull out of the lot. I point it toward the office and give the car a little gas. I feel like we’re going in circles and need to get our feet back under us. I feel like we have what we need to blow this thing wide open and find the man responsible for this. We’re not seeing the forest for the trees just yet. But we’re going to get there. 

			“Let’s get back to the shop. I have an idea,” I say. 
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			Ivory and Vine; Downtown Seattle

			The hustle and bustle inside the restaurant is organized chaos. The waiters and waitresses are buzzing about, weaving their way around busboys and patrons alike. Ivory and Vine is one of the most popular spots in Seattle and is so hoity-toity, they don’t bother calling it a restaurant. They call it a “fine dining experience” where the movers and shakers and the local celebrities all come to eat. It’s where the city’s elite come to see and be seen. 

			Philip Hayes, “Flip” to his closest friends, is the executive chef. He thinks he’s the second coming of Gordon Ramsey. For the last few weeks, I’ve been delivering fresh seafood to the place and have gotten to see him up close and personal. Like Samantha Cooks, he doesn’t recognize me. I’ve even spoken with him a few times. It shows me how insignificant I was to him—and to her. How little they thought of me. 

			That’s fine though. I don’t need them to think of me. I don’t need them to remember me. It’s better that they don’t. But I’m not doing this for me. My only regret in all this is that they won’t remember who it is I’m doing this for. That they will never know exactly what they did to call down this thunder on all their heads. I wish they would. But as I’ve learned, life is filled with bitter disappointments.  

			After I confirm Philip is there, I pay my tab at the bar then go out to my SUV. I parked in the far corner of the lot where it’s dark and shadowy and I’m not likely to be seen. It’s not quite prime time for the restaurant yet, so there isn’t a whole lot of traffic out and about at the moment, which is good. Fewer eyes on me. But the dinner rush should be coming soon which will only add to the chaos inside the restaurant. 

			I quickly dress in the dark green coverall I stole from the seafood delivery company and pull the ball cap down low over my eyes. Once I’m dressed, I open the back of my SUV, then pull the dolly out and stand it up. After that, I take the first two boxes of seafood I liberated from the delivery truck earlier in the day and set them on the cart. I’m more careful with the third box and position it so it doesn’t topple over. Once it’s secure, I reach in, pushing my hand through the fish until I find the device. After flipping the switch to arm it, I stack the other two boxes on top and lash them all together. 

			Whistling to myself, I close up my car then push the dolly through the parking lot and around to the delivery door that’s behind the restaurant. I’m hoping my timing is on and that the first wave of the dinner crowd is starting to trickle in. I get to the back door and lean on the buzzer. A couple of minutes later, it opens and one of the cooks comes out.

			“Hey,” I say. 

			“Running late, huh?”

			I nod and give him a grin. “Yeah. Very. Had some trouble with the truck, and it put me behind,” I tell him. “Anyway, I just need to drop this and get on.” 

			“Your timing’s great,” he says. “We’re just starting to prep for the dinner rush and needed the fish. It’s on special tonight.” 

			“Good timing indeed,” I say. 

			He steps aside and holds the door for me. I push the cart past him and walk down the hallway that leads into the kitchen. 

			“Just put ‘em over by the line,” he calls after me. “Chef Hayes wants to start cleaning ‘em right away.” 

			“You got it,” I say. 

			I wheel my cart in and set it down right by the line next to Hayes. He nods and grunts something at me that may have been ‘thank you’ or may have been a four-letter word for all I can tell. But he tears into the box on top of the stack, grabs the first fish, and starts to clean it. I stand there for another minute just looking at him. He finally turns to me, his expression darkening. 

			“You need something else?” he asks, his voice low and cold.

			“Nope. All good,” I say. “You have yourself a nice night.”

			He doesn’t acknowledge me as he continues to clean the fish, the message clear—I’m dismissed. I grab the dolly and wheel it out of the kitchen, down the hallway, then outside. I make sure the door is closed behind me, then pull a doorstop out of my pocket and wedge it underneath the door. I give it a stiff kick just to ensure it’s in there good and tight.

			I wheel the dolly back to my SUV, whistling a cheerful tune as I load it up. I quickly strip out of my coverall and toss it into the back with the dolly. That done, I slip behind the wheel and lean back in the seat, looking at the restaurant. My eyes closed, I smile to myself as I think about Hayes cleaning the fish in the box.  

			I slip the remote out of my pocket and look at it. I wish I could be in there to see it go off. To see Hayes die. I wish I could have seen them all die. But knowing they’re dead is good enough. Or at least, I’m pretending it is. I would love nothing more than to spit on their corpses. To stomp and kick them. I’d love nothing more than to squeeze the life out of them myself. But I’ve never been a fighter. Wouldn’t know what to do if I found myself in a brawl. So, this—what I’m doing—will have to do. 

			“Goodbye, Flip.”

			I press the button on the remote, and a moment later, the muffled roar of my bomb echoes in the night. A minute goes by before I see the crowd of panicked patrons rushing out of the restaurant, their screams filling the air. I sit there watching them flee for a moment but know the cops and fire department are likely already on their way.

			Starting the SUV, I pull out of my spot and drive off, singing along with the song on the radio, feeling good. Feeling righteous. Justice—true justice—long delayed, is finally being done.

			“Four down,” I say. 
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			“Four dead,” Astra says. “Seven wounded—three critically.” 

			Other than miles and miles of red tape, the defining characteristic of bureaucracy is time wasted. To that end, I’ve been in meetings for a good chunk of the day and feel like I’ve been gone for a week. The momentum in these cases sometimes takes on a life of its own. And right now, things feel like they’re moving quickly—but it feels like they’re leading nowhere. We’ve been chasing our tail round and round, and it’s pissing me off. 

			As I step to the front of the room, I rake my fingers through my hair and look at the monitors on the wall. They’re all tuned to local news channels that are covering the blast at Ivory and Vine last night.

			“The frequency of the attacks is speeding up,” Mo observes. “Less of a cooling-off period between bombings.” 

			“What does that tell us?” I ask. 

			“That he’s either feeling the heat of our investigation and is speeding up trying to stay ahead of us,” Astra postulates. “Or he’s getting frenzied. Devolving perhaps.”

			“I think we can rule out devolving,” I say with a shake of my head. “His attack last night was as methodical as the first three. We don’t know how he got the bomb into the restaurant yet, and he’s as invisible as he was at the other three sites.” 

			“What was the added bit of cruelty to this one?” Mo asks. “More nails? Shards of glass?” 

			I shake my head. “Prelim reports show the chemical signature is a match to the first three bombings. They also suggest there was nothing out of the ordinary—no napalm or anything like that. It was straight incendiary. It was a large blast though. It was like he was compensating for the lack of an evil twist and wanted to be sure he got his target.” 

			“So, this one doesn’t get any extra special treatment,” Astra notes. “Why?” 

			I shake my head. “It’s a good question, and one I’ve been thinking about. The truth is, I don’t know yet,” I say. “If we go with the idea that he’s a sin collector and he’s seeking retribution, it could suggest the targets of the first bombing and this latest one, while still guilty in his eyes, weren’t especially egregious. Their trespasses against him weren’t as severe as Cooks’ and Booth’s were. His retribution against those two was clear and obvious. But in the first bombing—and now the fourth—we don’t know who his target was, and there were no special additions to his bombs.” 

			“We also don’t know who else is on his payback list or how many more there might be,” Mo adds.

			“Yeah, there’s that,” Astra acknowledges. 

			“Hey, guys, look at this,” Rick calls. “On the monitors.”

			I turn and see the news outlets have switched to covering mass protests in the streets of Seattle. The crowd is angry and in front of the ATF field office.

			“Rick, can you turn the volume up?” I ask.

			“Got it.” 

			“We’re bringing you live coverage of a massive protest in downtown Seattle. Members of the Muslim community have come out in force to protest the raid of three mosques carried out by an ATF task force in the early morning hours that resulted in the detainment of thirty-three people,” the newscaster reports. “And in a twist nobody could have ever seen coming, the Muslim community has been joined in their protest by members of nationalist militias whose compounds were raided simultaneously and also had people brought in for questioning. It is believed this is all in connection with the series of bombings that have claimed the lives of over a dozen people so far—” 

			“Cut it,” I say. 

			The volume goes down and silence settles over the room for a minute. I just shake my head. 

			“You reap what you sow,” Astra mutters. 

			Mo chuckles. “Muslims and nationalist militia groups standing shoulder to shoulder to protest the ATF,” she says. “If nothing else, you can say that Winslow guy is doing a good job of bringing people together.” 

			I give her a grim smile. “Predictable outcome.”

			“We tried to warn him,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah, we did. He chose to ignore us, so he can clean up his own mess,” I reply. “All right, anyway, let’s focus on the task at hand. We have four dead? Was that it?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” Mo says. “Blaire Trumaine, twenty-five-year-old sous chef; Donnie Silva, forty-two-year-old pastry chef; Philip Hayes, thirty-six-year-old executive chef; and Mario Vasquez, twenty-seven-year-old dishwasher.” 

			“I assume you guys have been running backgrounds on the vics,” I say. “Anything pop?” 

			“Nothing that really stands out, no,” Mo replies. 

			“There’s something there. There’s something that connects all of our victims,” I say. “We just need to dig deeper, guys. I need you to find the connection.”

			“We’ll find it,” Mo says. 

			I pace back and forth at the front of the room, my arms crossed over my chest, my frustration building. The pressure is mounting and pressing down on me so hard, it’s sometimes difficult to even breathe. I hate that this guy is three steps ahead of us. I know it’s all part of the normal investigatory process, but I hate that we’ve had to sort through so many false leads. It just seems like every time we feel like we’re making headway, we have the rug pulled out from under us, and we find ourselves back at square one. 

			There are so many different things bouncing around in my head that I can’t seem to think straight. That’s not like me. I can usually find the investigative thread and follow the progression of the evidence. It may take me a minute, but I can usually find my way through the case. Find my way to the end. But with this case, it feels like nothing is making sense right now. Every lead I reach for disappears like smoke on a breeze. Every suspect is nothing but a shadow. For every step forward, we seem to be taking three steps back. 

			Unfortunately, I’ve let Winslow get into my head, which has only clouded my thinking more than it already is. I’m usually far more compartmentalized than that. I can usually push things out, not let them affect me, and do my job. But for some reason, this time it’s hitting me differently. Maybe it’s because of Winslow getting under my skin, or maybe it’s my depression over the holidays and not getting to see Kit. I don’t know. But all the lines between logic and reason in my mind are blurred. 

			We’ve been going so hard lately that for the first time in my career, I feel a little burned out. All the facts and figures, all the names and faces from a hundred different cases are converging in my mind. It’s making it hard to distinguish one thing from another, let alone the right things. And as I look around at my team, I can see the same fatigue in their eyes. 

			“I know I’m asking a lot of you guys, and I’m pushing you hard,” I tell them. “But with the speed of his attacks increasing, it’s that much more important for us to get ahead of this guy. We need to find him.”

			I pause and take a beat as I try to figure out where I’m going with this speech. As I look at my team, the answer occurs to me. It’s so obvious, I feel like slapping myself. 

			“All right, we need some perspective here,” I say. “We need to see everything with fresh eyes. To that end, I want you all to go home. I want you all out of the shop for the next ten hours. Go do something completely unrelated to work, and I am ordering you to not even think about this case. Just go do something fun. Then come back early tomorrow, and we’ll hit this hard again. I just think we’ll do better with clear minds. When we come in tomorrow, be ready to work because we’re going to go until we close this.” 

			“And we will,” Astra says. “We’ll nail this guy.”

			I nod. “I know we will. We have to.”
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			After telling everybody to get out and get away from the chaos, the ring of my doorbell shatters the illusion that I’d actually get a night off. I stare at my bathtub longingly, tempted to not answer the door and pretend I’m not home. All I wanted tonight was a long, hot bath, a little music, a couple glasses of wine, and a good book. I just wanted to unwind and clear my head. But apparently, that was just far too much to ask for. At least I haven’t stripped down yet. I guess that’s something.

			With a dramatic sigh, I trudge down the hall and walk to the door. I pause when I look at the monitor for the doorbell camera, and a frown crosses my lips. Doing my best to keep from looking annoyed, I open the door, and there is my neighbor. Charles smiles wide, holding up the bottle of wine and bag of takeout in his hands.

			“Surprise,” he says. 

			Dr. Reinhart’s words from our last session come back to me in that moment. She encouraged me to open myself up to people—to open myself up to the possibility of new friends and new relationships. I’ve been resistant to it simply because my track record is less than stellar. But having Charles standing at my door is like the cosmic powers that be are giving me a kick in the butt and are forcing me to do what I won’t do for myself. 

			“Charles, hi,” I stammer. “I—I wasn’t expecting you.”

			He shrugs. “I saw your car in the garage and took a chance that you’d be home.” 

			“I’ve been meaning to call.”

			He flashes me that million-dollar grin of his. “If I waited for you to call, I’d never get to see you, Blake. I thought I’d just take the bull by the horns this time.”

			Charles is an SPD patrolman and has been my neighbor for the past couple of years. I knew him well enough to say hello in the hallways and all, but that was all. Until he saved my life, anyway. When the Thirteen sent men to kill me and stage the scene to look like an accident by setting my place on fire, it was Charles who rushed in, saved my life, and got the fire department here to put out the blaze. It was a stroke of luck that he came home when he did and an act of bravery that saved not just my apartment but the entire building probably. 

			After that, we started dating. Sort of. We get together when we can—we both have hectic schedules, which doesn’t allow much time for socializing. Or at least, my schedule is like that. Charles has been incredibly patient and hasn’t pushed me for more than I’m willing to give. I have to say, that’s a point in his favor. He really does seem content with how things are right now. But I’m sure that won’t last much longer. Eventually, he’s going to want more. And he’ll push for more, which will put me on the defensive and bring an end to our relationship. Such as it is. It’s inevitable. 

			“That’s really sweet, Charles—”

			“I promise I won’t stay long. I just wanted to spend a little bit of time with you if you’re up for it,” he says. “I figured, hey, you have to eat, right?” 

			His smile is boyish and charming. It can light up the room. I laugh softly and shake my head knowing I’ve already lost this fight. Charles is a strange one. A handsome one too. He stands six-three with dark hair and green eyes. To top it off, he’s fit and athletic with broad shoulders and a barrel chest and Hollywood-leading-man good looks. There’s no doubt in my mind he could charm the panties off any woman he wanted. But he is one of the most soft-spoken, thoughtful, courteous, and humble men I’ve ever met in my life.

			It’s amazing, really. Most guys who look like him strut around like they’re God’s gift, and we ladies should all drop our knickers just because they gave us the time of day. But not Charles. No, Charles is sweet and kind. He seems to be wholly unaware of just how attractive he is—which only makes him that much more attractive. Most women I know would be having a battle to the death for his attention. But he seems focused on me. He seems to want my attention.

			Which, of course, is part of the problem. Ever since Mark Walton inserted himself into my life and made me fall in love with him, I haven’t trusted myself when it comes to men. Learning that your long-term boyfriend is a spy and assassin hired to keep an eye on you—and kill you if ordered to—has that effect. Since then, I’ve withdrawn and have rebuffed the attempts of anybody who’s tried to get personal with me. I just don’t trust myself anymore.

			But Charles has been persistent. He’s been gentle, and he hasn’t pushed. He’s done everything I’ve asked as far as respecting my boundaries and not asking for more than I’m willing to give. He’s been fantastic, really. But that cynical and jaded part of my mind is telling me he’s been too good. He’s been too thoughtful and solicitous. It whispers in my ear, telling me he’s too good to be true and that it’s only a matter of time before he tries to murder me in my sleep. Surely, nobody is as good as Charles, right?

			“That smells like Chinese from the Golden Egg,” I say.

			“You have quite a refined sense of smell,” he replies with a grin. “It is, in fact, Chinese from the Golden Egg. I’m impressed.” 

			I laugh. “Come on in.” 

			I stand aside and Charles walks in. Closing the door behind him, I lock it then follow him to the dining room table. As he starts pulling things out of the bag, I walk into the kitchen and grab some plates, silverware, and a couple of glasses for the wine. Charles and I make idle chitchat as I lay it all out on the table. As we sit down to eat, he tells me about his day. We kind of get caught up with each other, since it’s been a little while since we sat down and talked. The conversation is nice. 

			It all feels strangely domestic, and honestly, I feel really comfortable around Charles. There’s just something about him that puts me at ease. I feel like I can just be myself around him. It’s a feeling I like but also one that makes me uneasy. Mark was the last person I felt like this around, and we all know how that turned out. 

			After dinner, he helps me clean up, and then we retire to the couch with a glass of wine. Without even thinking about it, I curl up against him. Charles’ strong arm around me feels nice. When I’m not with him, it’s easy to be logical and think about all the reasons I should stay away from him. But when I’m with him, it’s more difficult to remember those reasons. Logic and reason go out the window. My feelings override my common sense. 

			But right now, that’s okay. 

			“You’re working the bombing case, aren’t you?” he asks.

			I nod. “Yeah.” 

			“How are you doing?” 

			“We’re making some progress but not—”

			He shakes his head. “Not what I meant. I mean how are you doing,” he says. “I know how invested in these cases you tend to get. I know they take a toll on you.”

			He gently runs his fingers through my hair as he speaks, sending a shiver along my spine. But it might be his words more than his touch that does it. I don’t know that anybody has ever stopped to ask me how I’m doing on a personal level when I’m involved in a tough case. It’s a thoughtful question and one I’m not used to being asked. And honestly, I don’t really know how to answer it. I so rarely stop to assess my own state of mind or my own feelings about things until the case is over. The thought is completely foreign to me.

			“I’m fine,” I say. 

			He gives me a wry grin. “Yeah. But how are you really?” he presses. “No need to put up a front with me. I know how bad this job can wear you down. Not just physically but emotionally. Mentally. Hell, even spiritually. You can’t do what we do and see what we see on an everyday basis and not have it leave scars on you.” 

			“Scars are part of the job.”

			“Yeah, but you can do things to make them better,” he replies.

			“What do you do?” 

			“Me? I see a therapist regularly. I work out and do yoga,” he says. “The mind, body, and spirit all need to be tended to. They need constant work.” 

			“You see a therapist?”

			He nods. “Regularly. My mom is a psychiatrist. She’s a big proponent of therapy.”

			“It’s a really enlightened way of seeing things.”

			“I grew up with it. I’ve seen the benefits of talking things out and tending to your mind. I guess it just doesn’t strike me as odd,” he shrugs. “I know most guys think therapy is weakness or whatever, but I don’t see it that way. I tend to think our minds are like a muscle and like your quads or biceps, they need constant work.” 

			I don’t know why it surprises me that Charles works on his mind and soul as vigorously as his body, but it does. And that he’s so open about seeing a therapist. Most guys are too caught up in their macho bullcrap and think seeing somebody to talk about their problems makes them somehow look weak. They think it makes them less than men. So, hearing Charles talk about it openly and without a hint of self-consciousness or shame in his voice or manner is . . . refreshing. 

			“So, all that being said, how are you doing?” he says. 

			I look up and give him a smile. “Honestly, it’s been tough. All these people dying and me feeling like there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I feel . . . powerless.”

			He nods. “I understand that feeling all too well,” he says. “This world has a way of making us feel that way. A way of making us feel weak and stripped of any control we think we might have.”

			That’s exactly how I feel, and I’d be lying if I said it isn’t nice to have somebody who can relate to me so well. Somebody who understands exactly the way I feel. But in that moment, in his arms, I feel fine. I feel good. And I feel like everything happening outside, all the pressures, stresses, and the horrible things in the world can’t touch me.

			I love the feeling, but at the same time, it terrifies me.

			This isn’t how I intended to spend my night off. I thought I needed some quiet time. I thought I needed some time alone just to clear my head and get my head screwed back on right. But the night turned out better than I’d thought it was going to be when I opened the door to find Charles standing there. It turned out to be good. Nice. In fact, it turned out to be exactly what the doctor ordered. 

			“I’m glad you came by, Charles,” I smile. “Thank you.” 

			He leans down and plants a gentle kiss on the top of my head. “Anytime, Blake. Anytime.”
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			I carry the tray into the shop and set it down. “Coffee and donuts,” I call. “Come and get it while it’s still hot, folks.”

			I pick up my cup and grab a sprinkle donut out of the box, then retreat a few steps as Astra, Mo, and Rick all come over to grab their morning caffeine and sugar fix. 

			“How was everybody’s night off?” I ask. “We all refreshed and ready to run with this?”

			“I slept all night,” Rick announces. “It was glorious.” 

			“I had a really nice evening with Benjamin. I’ll spare you the details,” Astra says.

			“Please do. I’m eating here,” Rick cracks. 

			“Don’t be jealous, Rick,” she fires back. “I’m sure your hand had a lovely time.” 

			He tosses a particularly colorful one-liner at her that gets a laugh out of us all. I can tell the night off did everybody a bit of good. Everybody’s a little fresher, looser, and seems to be in a better mood than yesterday. 

			“What about you, Mo?” I call. “How was your night?” 

			“Good. Stephanie and I had a nice dinner, a little wine, and watched a movie until we fell asleep on the couch,” she replies. “It was just what we needed.” 

			“I’m glad you all had a nice evening—” 

			“What about you?” Astra asks. “Do anything sordid and tawdry you care to share with the class?” 

			“Nothing sordid or tawdry,” I reply. “And definitely nothing I care to share.”

			“Oh, that means there’s a good story there,” Astra says.

			I laugh. “Not one I’m going to share.”

			“Definitely something sordid,” Mo says.

			“Absolutely. Refusal to talk about it, along with that flush in her cheeks, means there is definitely something salacious she’s hiding from us,” Rick adds.

			The laugh bursts from my throat before I’m able to stop it, which was a mistake since it only encourages them to keep peppering me with questions as they try to get the story out of me.

			“All right, all right,” I call. “Can we focus on work, please?”

			They jeer me with a chorus of boos, but I can feel the mood in the room start to shift as everybody gets their game faces on. 

			“Mo, Rick, anything yet?” I ask. 

			“Not yet,” Rick says. “But we’re just getting started. I’m going through the vehicular GPS data for all the victims who’ve been killed and am trying to find any commonalities. After that, I’ll get into the GPS data from their phones and do the same. Nothing yet, but I’m still working on it all.” 

			“Actually, I got in a little earlier than usual this morning and think I have something,” she says. “I just want to confirm something before I say for sure.”

			“All right, what can I do to help confirm it?”

			She shakes her head. “Nothing. Just give me a couple of minutes.” 

			“Take all the time you need.”

			She turns back to her computer and starts banging away on the keys. I perch on the edge of Astra’s desk and make small talk with her while Mo is working. I woke up this morning with a strange feeling in my gut. Initially, I thought it was because I’d had such a good night that put me in a good mood. But then, as I got ready for work, I started thinking that today was going to be a good day. The day we got a break that would break the case open. And as I talk to Astra, I keep cutting glances over at Mo, who’s still working away on her computer, silently willing her to find something useful. 

			Astra is talking, but I’m not hearing a single word she’s saying. I’m listening to the tap-tap-tap of the keys on Mo’s computer. I know I’m probably getting my hopes up for nothing again. I’m sure this isn’t going to pan out any better than any of our other leads. But I’m clinging to the feeling I woke up with. I’m saying a few silent words that this will work out. That Mo will find the connection between our victims.

			“So? What did you do last night?” Astra whispers. 

			A small grin curls the corners of my mouth upward, and I feel the heat creep into my cheeks. Astra is giving me a wide, toothy smile and has a mischievous glint in her eye. 

			“You saw Charles, didn’t you?” she asks.

			I nod. “Yeah, he surprised me with takeout from my favorite Chinese place and a bottle of wine. How could I say no?” 

			“You obviously couldn’t,” she says. “So, how did it go?”

			“It was amazing. And definitely not what you’re thinking. We actually stayed up and talked most of the night,” I tell her.

			“Talked. So, that’s what you’re calling it?” 

			I laugh softly. “Shut up. I’m serious. We just talked,” I tell her. “It was the most open and honest conversation I’ve had with a man since. . .”

			I let my voice trail off, knowing I don’t need to finish the statement. Astra knows exactly who I’m talking about. She arches an eyebrow at me, that smarmy and mischievous grin playing across her lips.

			“Seriously?” she asks. “You two just . . . talked?”

			I nod. “Sorry to disappoint, but that’s all we did.”

			“And he didn’t try to—”

			I shake my head. “He’s a perfect gentleman. Doesn’t push me for anything,” I say. “He told me he knows I have issues with intimacy and that he’s perfectly fine with taking things at my pace. He says he’s not in a hurry for anything.”

			“And you believe him.”

			I screw up my face and look away for a moment. It’s a question I’ve asked myself about a million times today, and I’ve come to one conclusion.

			“I do,” I nod. “I really think he’s being honest with me. This isn’t about him getting into my pants. It’s something more than that for him.”

			“And for you?”

			“I’m not sure yet. I’ve been honest with him about it and have reiterated that point about a million times,” I say. “But he keeps coming around. Keeps wanting to spend time with me.” 

			“You either have the greatest man on the planet and should marry him immediately,” she says. “Or he’s going to kill you and wear your skin.”

			“Yeah, I kind of had the same thought. Time will tell, I suppose.”

			“Don’t let too much time go by before you do something about it, if it turns out he’s the former, rather than the latter.” 

			“Yeah, I suppose we’ll see.” 

			“Okay, I think I have something,” Mo announces. “It’s not much but it’s a link between our four bombings.”

			“What is it?” I ask, feeling that jolt of excitement shoot through me. 

			“There are four people among the dead and the wounded who all went to the same high school,” Mo tells us. “Samantha Cooks, Thomas Booth, Mason Kurtz, the CEO of Em Cap, and Phillip Hayes, the executive chef at Ivory and Vine. All four of them went to Franklin Delano Roosevelt High School in Snowcrest and graduated in either 2004 or ’05.”

			“Snowcrest?” Astra raises an eyebrow.

			“It’s a small town nestled at the base of the Cascades near Mt. Rainier,” I tell her. 

			“It’s a resort town,” Mo adds. “Lots of hotels, lots of tourist money flowing through there. It’s an affluent place.” 

			“What are the odds that four of our victims came from the same small town?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m no statistician or oddsmaker, but I’d say the chances are pretty remote,” I muse. “Four high school classmates from a town with a population around fifty grand, give or take a couple of thousand, being victims of a serial bomber? It’s too much of a coincidence.” 

			“So, what could these four have done to make somebody want to kill them in the most brutal ways possible?” Astra ponders. “High school drama all these years later? That can’t be motive for this. Can it?”

			“That’s the question,” I reply. “What can we find out about them?”

			“There isn’t much to find,” Mo says. “Looks like after they graduated, they all went their separate ways. They attended different colleges and moved away from Snowcrest.”

			“But they didn’t go far, apparently,” I point out. “They’re all still in the area.” 

			“True. But I can’t find anything obvious that links them—other than FDR High.”

			“I’m looking at their socials,” Rick chimes in. “And they’re not even all on each other’s friends lists. It looks like Cooks and Booth remained close. But it looks to me like after high school, they scattered to the winds for the most part. In fact, the only thing they share in common is that they’re all single with no children.”

			“Cooks and Booth remained close,” Astra says. “And those two are the ones who got the worst of the attacks. Coincidence?”

			“I hate that word,” I reply. “But if I had to guess, I’d say there’s something to it.”

			“So, are we thinking love triangle maybe?” Mo asks.

			“I think given that these four people died, I think we’re looking at a love pentagon,” Rick teases. “That is, if these four were the actual targets.”

			“We know two of them were,” I say. “I’m thinking the others killed in the resort bombing and the one at the restaurant were collateral damage. The fact that these four are connected by their hometown when nobody else seems to be connected to anybody else seems like a pretty solid lead to me.” 

			“So, if not a love triangle, what are we looking at?” Mo asks.

			I shake my head. “Not sure yet. But I’m thinking that whatever caused this guy to go after them happened back in high school. That’s the only tie they share, so I’m going to assume for now that something traumatic happened back then.”

			“Why wait, what, nearly twenty years?” Mo questions.

			“Something triggered this guy. Could be anything—maybe he saw them on the news, a death, a phone call. Anything could have set this guy off,” I say. “It doesn’t matter what it was. It only has to make sense to him.”

			“All right, so what are we going to do about it?” Astra asks.

			“We’re going to take a trip to Snowcrest,” I reply. 

			“Should we give Winslow a heads up?” Astra asks.

			I purse my lips and think about it for a moment. I probably should let him know. But given the fact that he’s hip-deep in protestors right now, he’s probably got enough to deal with. It’s a mess of his own making, so I’m having trouble working up any shred of sympathy for him. In my defense, I did try to warn him. 

			I’m also not above saying that because he’s made this so personal, I want to solve this and leave him with egg on his face. It would make me genuinely happy to make him look like an idiot. Again. 

			“Nah,” I say. “He’s got enough on his plate right now.” 

			Astra smiles. “Petty looks good on you.”

			“Doesn’t it?” I ask. “Mo, Rick, can you both dig deep on our four victims. Look for anything in the past—newspaper articles, blog posts, podcasts, I don’t care. Find me anything and everything on them from their high school years.”

			“Copy that,” Mo says. 

			“Thank you,” I say then turn to Astra. “Let’s hit the road.” 

			We’re just about to get up and go when the doors to the shop slide open. Rosie strides in, her step quick and efficient, her face tight and pinched. She’s irritated about something, which is bad news for us. 

			“Where are you with your investigation?” she asks. 

			“We have a solid lead, and we’re just about to head out to do some digging.” 

			“What do you have?”

			We go over what we have, our theory, and where we’re about to go to see if can put some meat on the bones. She listens to us and nods along as we speak. When I’m finished, she takes a minute to think it over. I’m not sure what she’s debating in her mind, but the longer she’s quiet the more nervous I get. 

			“Have you passed this on to Winslow and the task force yet?” I ask.

			“No. The last time I tried to share information, he laughed me off and told me he didn’t want to hear from me again.” 

			“I can confirm that,” Astra adds. 

			“Same,” Mo replies.

			“I heard it too,” Rick chimes in. 

			“Be that as it may, you have a responsibility to share information. You made me that promise, Blake. And if I remember correctly, you made the same promise to SAC Locke,” she says. “If he chooses to not work with you or follow up on the information you’ve developed, that’s on him. But keep your side of the street clean and do not give a guy like that ammunition to use against you.” 

			“All right. Noted,” I nod. “For the record, though, I warned Winslow against raiding the mosques and the militia compounds. I warned him against mass arrests.” 

			“And he clearly didn’t listen. That, too, is on him,” she says. “As I’m sure you can imagine, there are a lot of eyes on this, Blake. Do it by the book. Let Winslow sink himself.”

			“Fair enough. We’ll swing by before we head to Snowcrest.”

			“Good. Thank you,” Rosie says. “Good hunting out there. And be careful.”

			Though I’m tempted to skip the notification, I gave Rosie my word. Besides, she’s right. I shouldn’t give jackasses like Winslow a single bullet to use against me.  
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			Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, & Explosives; Seattle Field Division

			Thankfully, the protest is all out front, and the rear of the building has been left clear. We were able to park and get inside without being shouted down or having anything thrown at us. The protest has grown since the first day, and the people seem to be getting angrier. That’s not surprising though, given the goonish tactics of Winslow’s team and the fact that they’re still holding people who are likely innocent. That they didn’t anticipate this sort of backlash shows how ineffective he is as a leader. 

			After badging our way through security, we hop into an elevator and press the button to take us up to the floor the task force is using. As the car starts upward, I frown. Talking to Winslow is the last thing I wanted to do today. 

			“I’ll bet you twenty bucks Winslow tells us to take a walk,” I comment.

			“I might as well just pull out a twenty and set it on fire,” Astra replies. “You know he’s going to. The guy thinks he’s got it all figured out.” 

			“He’s always been that way. Honestly, I don’t even know why we’re bothering. It’s just going to be another waste of time.” 

			“Because Rosie’s right. You need to keep your ass squeaky clean.”

			“Yeah, I know. I just don’t like it. I’m tired of taking the high road,” I say. 

			“It’s the nature of the beast,” she shrugs.

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			She turns to me. “You know when this is all over, Winslow is going to come for you,” she says, her expression sober. “The last thing you want to do is make it easy for him.”

			“Let him come,” I say. 

			“Blake, he’s got friends in high places. You just don’t know what he’s capable of.”

			“Oh, I know exactly what he’s capable of.”

			“Fine, let me rephrase that. You don’t know how far his reach extends. You don’t know the sort of havoc he can wreak in your life,” she presses. “I’ve done a little asking around about him, and the guy has spent a career kissing all the right asses. And because you don’t play the game and are so apolitical, you don’t have the sort of army that can defend you or keep him from turning your world upside down.” 

			“I’m not without friends of my own.”

			“I know. I’m saying be careful. You know better than most what a vengeful, petty jerk this guy is. Don’t let him put you in a bad situation and don’t give him the bullets to take you out,” she tells me. 

			She’s right. I know better than most how petty and vengeful Winslow is. I know how well-connected he is, and I know he’s coming for me when all this is done. I’ve wounded his little ego, and he’s going to need to assert his dominance to inflate it again. I know he will say or do anything to get his revenge. The last thing he needs is more ammunition.

			With most people, I can play the game. I can hold my tongue well enough that I don’t have to worry about anything I say coming back to bite me in the butt. I’ve never been able to do that with Winslow though. It’s a weakness and a character defect, I know. And I also know it’s one I’m going to need to correct quickly because Astra isn’t wrong—the man can turn my entire world upside down. I can puff up my chest and talk about having people who will defend me. But when the chips are down, I don’t know how true that really is. It’s because I don’t play the game that I don’t have the sort of army waiting to fight for me that Winslow does. 

			It’s something I need to be concerned about. But it’s a concern that is going to have to wait for another day. Right now, I have bigger things to focus on than one petty man’s ego. 

			The elevator car comes to a stop, and the doors slide open. The offices and bullpen beyond the doors are abuzz with activity. The air is filled with the sound of phones ringing and muted conversation. The minute we step out of the car, I feel the eyes on us. As I look around, I see the hostility on the faces of the men around us. 

			Astra and I walk through the bullpen and head for the conference room where we were told Winslow is camped out. The whispered, gossipy chatter around us fills my ears. I shut it all out and ignore them all. These people don’t know me. All they know is that Winslow hates me, and because they’re so desperate for his approval, they hate me. It’s kind of pathetic, really. I can’t fathom needing somebody’s approval so badly that you’d go out of your way to hate somebody you don’t know. I just don’t think that way. 

			We leave the gossips behind and head down the hall to the door that leads into the conference room. We step through the doorway, and the animated conversation that had been going on suddenly stops. It’s like an orchestra conductor just closed his fist. I’m expecting the pins to drop any second now. Winslow is standing at a whiteboard with his back to us, and when the room falls silent, he turns around. His eyes immediately find mine, and he gives me a sneer.

			“You two lost?” he snaps. 

			“We need to speak with you for a moment,” I start.

			“So, speak.” 

			“In private,” I say. 

			He sighs and clenches his jaw. I’m half convinced he’s going to say “no” just out of spite. Winslow runs his hand over his bald pate and throws his hands up.

			“Can we have the room for a minute, please?” he says, surprising me. 

			There’s a lot of grumbling and muttered curses as his team files out of the room. Astra closes the door behind them, leaving us standing at one end of the long boardroom table and Winslow at the other. 

			“Fine, we’re in private, now” he growls. “What in the hell do you want?” 

			“We’re making a courtesy call,” I tell him. “We’re going out to a town called Snowcrest. It’s at the—”

			“I know where it is. What about it?” he cuts me off. 

			“We found a link between four of the bombing victims. They all went to the same high school in Snowcrest and—”

			“Are you serious?” he says. 

			“We’re very serious,” I tell him. “Our theory is that something happened to our unsub back in high school, and he’s taking revenge on the people who did it to him.” 

			“You have got to be kidding me.”

			“We’re not,” Astra chimes in. “If you’d take the time to listen to Blake’s theory—”

			“We have a full house here in case you ladies didn’t notice,” he interrupts. 

			“Yeah, we noticed the crowd out front. You’re really winning the hearts and minds,” Astra shoots back. 

			“The people we hauled in all made threats online. All of them praised the bombings and spoke in favor of them,” he says. 

			“Did any of them happen to take credit for them?” I ask. 

			“Not yet. But rest assured, one of them will. One of the people we have in custody right now is the bomber,” he replies cockily. “We have the guy. And we’ll get a confession.”

			“Winslow, I know you don’t like hearing this but you’re wrong. The profile—”

			“To hell with your profiles. I don’t believe in that pseudoscience,” he barks. “I believe in good, honest police work. I believe in facts, not theories. These profiles you rely on so much are absolute garbage.” 

			“Hey, do you remember what happened the last time you disregarded my profile?” I shoot back. “Because if you don’t, I can refresh your memory.” 

			He’s red-faced and breathing heavy. Winslow is staring at me like he’s wishing he could throttle me with his bare hands right now. He obviously hates the reminder. But it’s a fact and a warning to disregard my profile at his peril. But as I stare at him in return, I glance at Astra, and I hear her telling me to not give him the ammunition all over again. I replay every syllable of our conversation just to give myself a couple of beats to calm down.

			I need to be smart here and keep my wits about me. I need to maintain my cool before I overstep the line. It’s a mantra I silently repeat in my head over and over again as the silence stretches between us. He’s so worked up, it’s probably a good idea for me to throw him a bone. I draw in a deep breath then let it out slowly. 

			“Look, we’re on the same team here, Winslow. We both want the same thing,” I tell him. “And maybe you don’t believe in profiles, and I’ll admit they’re not always one hundred percent. But I’m telling you, a proper profile is the surest way to find the right guy. If you’ll just let me give you the profile—”

			“No. I don’t want to hear it,” he snaps. 

			“I’m trying to keep you from making a mistake,” I insist. “By hounding all the people you’ve rounded up, all you’re doing is wasting time. Well, that and riling up the community. The protests are getting worse out there, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			“I couldn’t care less if people are upset. I’m doing my job,” he says. “I’m trying to save lives out here. And if that ruffles some feathers, so be it.” 

			“I get that, and I’m the last person to talk about running through a case like a bull in a China shop,” I tell him. “But you’re focusing on the wrong people. I’m telling you; the bomber isn’t a Muslim extremist, nor is he a white nationalist militiaman. Our bomber is a sin collector. He’s taking revenge for something that happened to him—something these people did to him—a long time ago.”

			“Okay, let’s pretend I believe in your garbage,” Winslow says. “Why now? Why wait almost twenty years after high school to take his revenge?” 

			“That’s the question. And we’ll have the answer to it once we have him in custody and can talk to him,” I say.

			“Yeah, I’m sure,” he rolls his eyes.

			“Winslow—”

			“No, I’m done with this. You’ve wasted enough of my time already.” 

			“Dude, you are digging your own grave,” Astra spits. “The last time you blew Blake and her profile off, it landed you on a no-fly list. How long have you been stuck at ASAC now? Do you really think they’re going to let somebody who displays some really horrible decision-making and isn’t able to put his ego aside head up the ladder here? I mean, it didn’t work for you last time, but you do you, Winslow.”

			“I don’t need to hear from your lackey,” he growls to me while ignoring Astra.

			“Winslow, I’m going to give you this one last chance to work with us—”

			“That ship has sailed. We’re on the right track here. We have our bomber here in one of our interview rooms,” he states. “And because I don’t want you taking any of the credit away from agents who deserve it, I’m going to ask you to leave now.”

			“Winslow, please. We could really use the resources your task force can bring to bear,” I plead. “Our theory is sound. If you’d just give me a chance to—”

			“Okay, time’s up,” he says. “I’ve spoken to you. Now, get out.” 

			“I’m telling you that your theory is wrong. That you’ve got the wrong people in custody.”

			“Well, thank you for your concern, but I’ve got it,” he says. “Now, leave or I will call security and have them escort you out. Go. Now.”

			Astra and I exchange a glance, and I just shake my head. Astra gives me a shrug.

			“You tried,” she says. “That’s all you can do.” 

			“Yeah. I guess so,” I reply. “And in the meantime, people will continue to die.” 

			“That’s all very dramatic. But you need to get out of my office. Now,” he snaps.

			Astra and I turn and walk away. We head back to the elevator, all the eyes pressing down on us like they’ve got a physical weight. I’m so pissed off I’m trembling. As we step into the car and the doors slide closed, Astra turns to me.

			“Don’t beat yourself up about it. You tried,” she tells me. “You gave him what we have, and he rejected it for no other reason than to be a jerk. We’ll solve this without him.”

			“Yeah, but until we catch him, innocent people are going to get hurt,” I say. “They’re going to die for no other reason than because Winslow wants to spite me.” 

			The elevator car slowly descends, and my stomach is churning wildly. At the same time, though, I feel that unmistakable pull of unsettled energy, anger, and an overwhelming desire to solve this case and save some lives—and to spite Winslow in return. 
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			The Market Café; Snowcrest, WA

			After dealing with Winslow, we finally got on the road and made the almost three-hour trip down to Snowcrest. By the time we got there, though, FDR High was already done for the day, so we decided to take rooms at the Snowy Peaks, a quaint boutique hotel just off the main drag through town. Once we got settled, food was our next priority. We decided to eat, get some rest, and hit it hard in the morning when the school opened. 

			Snowcrest is a charming place. It’s got a small-town feel to it even though it quite obviously has a big-time tourist industry. But it’s cute. The entire town is decked out for Christmas; the main artery that cuts through town is festooned with lights and decorations, animatronic Santas, and other holiday displays everywhere. And unlike many other cities that decorate for the holidays, this doesn’t feel artificial or overdone. It’s not a display for other people. It feels like it’s decorated this way because the people of Snowcrest have a pride in their hometown a lot of other places don’t. 

			“For such a small town, this place is hoppin’,” I remark. “I thought it would be a lot quieter than this. We were lucky to get rooms on the same floor.” 

			“It’s ski season. And from what I read on the way down here, Snowcrest is one of those secret spot skiers like to come. It’s supposed to rival some of the best ski towns in the country,” Astra says. “They’ve got a lodge up in the mountains, but there are half a dozen different businesses here that run day trips up to the resort. It’s a big destination.” 

			It must be just as good as some of the other ski resorts in the country, judging by the number of people in town. Or at least, Snowcrest has a fantastic tourism industry that makes people think so. I’ve never been much of a skier. Tried it once and spent most of the day either on my face in the snow or tumbling ass over teakettle down a hill. That made me realize that skiing isn’t really my thing, and I haven’t been up on a mountain since. 

			Every single restaurant to a tee is completely packed. The Market Café had the shortest wait time, so it won by default. Connected to an outdoor farmer’s market, the restaurant claims to have the freshest food in town. I feared when we got here the only thing on offer would be salads and other kinds of rabbit food. But when were finally seated and I got a look at the menu, I was pleasantly surprised to find they even cater to my carnivorous lifestyle. 

			“What is it with skiing anyway?” I ask. “Who decided strapping a pair of long boards to your feet and throwing yourself down a mountain was a good idea?” 

			“It’s fun,” Astra shrugs. “It’s a rush. Exhilarating. I mean, how can you beat speeding down a mountain, the cool wind in your face—”

			“You and I have vastly different definitions of the word fun,” I cut her off.

			“We do. And it’s time you accept that mine is right, yours is wrong,” she chuckles. “You’re like a seventy-year-old woman. You need to get out in the world and have some fun and adventure, Blake.”

			I laugh. “That’s so not true. I have plenty of fun, and this job provides me with more than enough adventure, thank you very much.” 

			She grins. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

			The waitress comes by and drops off a beer for me and a glass of white wine for Astra then takes our orders. I’m having a steak and baked potato with all the trimmings while Astra is opting for the more responsible and health-conscious salmon. My stomach rumbles as she bustles off to put our orders in, so I pick up one of the homemade rolls, slather it with the honey butter, and take a big bite. 

			“See?” I ask. “Steak and now a roll dripping with honey butter. I’m totally living dangerously right now.”

			Astra laughs and takes a sip of her wine. “Yeah, you’re really living on the edge.”

			A couple of moments pass in silence, and I can see that she’s got something on her mind. She’s not acting like her normal self. 

			“What is it?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m just . . . it’s this case,” she says. “Whoever this guy is, he’s going to a lot of trouble to hurt a lot of people.” 

			“You’re not convinced my theory is right.”

			She shakes her head. “I’m not sure what I think just yet. I mean, from a logic standpoint, this is probably our best move,” she says. “But I’m having trouble with the lack of evidence. I’m still afraid that we’re looking in the wrong direction.” 

			I take another bite of my roll as I consider her words. Given how many false trails we’ve already run down in this case, I can’t blame her for thinking this might be another one. I’m hanging this entire theory and our trip down here on the fact that four of the people who’ve been killed in this bombing spree went to high school in this town. Statistically speaking, it’s a big, red flag. Like I said before, it’s too much of a coincidence for my liking.

			The odds of four of our victims coming from Snowcrest aren’t very high. We know for a fact that two of them—Cooks and Booth—were targeted directly. Working out from there, it’s not much of a leap of logic to believe the other two—Kurtz and Hayes—were targeted as well, and that everybody else killed and wounded in those attacks were just collateral damage. Perhaps it was a forensic countermeasure—make it all seem random and stack up the bodies to make it difficult for us to find the true target. 

			“Do you think Winslow is right? That the angle is terrorism?” I ask. “That our bomber is making some religious or political statement?” 

			She frowns. “I’m not sure. I mean, it’s possible. Attacking the Em Cap Christmas retreat could be seen as a strike against an economic target. At the financial excess. And the attack on Cooks could be viewed as a strike against the education system as a whole. There has been a lot of chatter about supposed indoctrination in schools lately. Like what that Thompson guy commented.”

			I nod. “All right, let’s play this out. Cooks and Kurtz are attacks on major institutions that might have political implications. Okay, I can see that,” I note. “What about Booth and Hayes though?”

			She screws up her face and shakes her head. “Maybe they’re attacks on American excess. Booth had a pretty lavish lifestyle—at least by our standards. He actually lived pretty modestly compared to other ballplayers,” Astra goes on. “And Hayes worked in a restaurant that charges a hundred bucks for a steak. Maybe it’s a strike against decadence and excess. A symbolic strike against wealth and power.”

			I sit back in my seat and take a drink of my beer, continuing to ponder her words. She’s making some good points, but still, they ring false to me. But I know I can’t afford to dismiss them out of hand. It’s my responsibility to investigate every angle—even the ones I don’t initially agree with. 

			“All right, let’s assume you’re right. Assume that the attacks are based on the reasons you say,” I start. “Why hit Cooks and Booth with over-the-top brutality? Why the restaurant and the Em Cap retreat? Why those targets specifically?” 

			“Well, the goal of terrorism is to spread terror,” she points out. “What’s more terrifying than hitting people in their homes and attacking other soft targets? The message it sends is that nobody is safe.” 

			That much is true. Seattle feels like a city on the verge. People are scared, and everybody fears they may be next. The news broadcasts have been riding this story especially hard lately, which is only serving to amplify the fear already rippling across the city. If the goal is to spread terror, whoever is behind this is doing a fantastic job of it. 

			“I mean, I’m not discounting your theory, Blake. And we do have a duty to run down every possible angle. Winslow has been hitting the terror angle hard, but he’s got nothing yet,” she says. “It pains me more than you can possibly know to say it, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. He very well may have the bomber in his custody already. And we’ll keep doing what we’re doing here and chasing down every lead, but sometimes a coincidence really is just a coincidence.”

			She’s not wrong. And I do recognize the possibility that this is all just a wild-goose chase. For all I know, all we’re doing down here is wasting more time we don’t have. Even as we speak there could be another bomb in circulation, ready to go off any minute, and we’re not going to be there to stop it. We very well could walk away from that school tomorrow and be no closer to catching our guy than when we got here. But for me, this is our best lead to date. It’s our duty to follow up on it.

			“Yeah, I get it. And you’re not wrong,” I tell her. “I’ll admit that I may be putting our eggs in this basket because I want Winslow to be wrong. Need him to be wrong. And if I’m being honest, maybe it’s my desire, perhaps even my need, to solve this before him that’s driving me so hard. I just need to beat him.”

			She laughs softly. “I’m not going to sit here and condemn you for that or pretend I don’t understand,” she says. “In your place, I’d want to annihilate him too. I’d work twice as hard to make him look three times the ass he is in front of his superiors. I just want to make sure we’re keeping the doors to all possibilities open.”

			“They’re open,” I say. “I have no problem discarding this theory if something more compelling comes along. This is just the process.”

			“Yeah, I know,” she tells me. “I’m just not used to seeing you make it so personal. You are the best I know at remaining detached and keeping it professional. But this one—this guy—has been under your skin from the start. Like I said, I’ve never seen you like this before, so I’m just kind of checking in with you.”

			“I’m good,” I smile. “And I’m objective—more or less.” 

			She laughs. “Good enough for me.” 

			The waitress comes by and drops off our plates. My stomach rumbles, and my mouth immediately starts to water as I stare at the slab of meat in front of me. It’s lightly charred but incredibly rare and tender inside—it’s absolutely perfect. 

			“This is a work of art,” I say. 

			“Good thing it doesn’t cost a hundred bucks, or this place might be next on the list.”

			I laugh softly. “As long as I can finish eating this beautiful steak first, that’s fine.” 

			We tuck into our meals happily, and the mood between us lightens. As an investigator, I do have to keep an open mind and stay objective. But I really feel, deep down in my bones, that when we get to the school tomorrow, my theory is going to start bearing fruit. I really think we’re in the right place, and the answers we’ve been seeking are here.

			I honestly don’t know what we’re going to do if they’re not and we’re forced back to square one. Again. 
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			Franklin Delano Roosevelt Classical High School; Snowcrest, WA

			“Ahh, yes, I remember being this age and this hormonal,” Astra comments.

			“You say that like you’re not still a raging case of hormones.”

			She shrugs. “Benjamin never seems to complain.”

			“He better not,” I say with a laugh. 

			We wade through the teeming sea of teenage bodies that are clogging all the corridors as we try to find the office. All around us are kids who just seem so much younger than when I was in school. I know that’s something an old person would say, but it’s true. They look like babies. Babies who seem to wear skimpier clothing with every passing year. I look around, shocked by how much skin is on display. I guess maybe I am getting old. 

			After getting ourselves turned around and lost within the labyrinth of the school’s hallways, we finally stop a kid who doesn’t look more than sixteen years old. He’s tall and lanky with dark hair that falls to his shoulders, dark eyes, and smooth, pale skin. He’s dressed in baggy jeans, a black T-shirt, and a blue flannel shirt over the top of that. The kid reminds me of the group that hung out under the tree in the quad at my old high school—totally removed from the social strata of the student body, cut off from the world. The stoners were an island unto themselves, and they liked it that way. 

			“Excuse me, can you tell us where the office is?” I ask.

			His eyes never leave Astra, and his mouth is hanging open. I’m pretty sure he didn’t even hear me. It’s like I’m not even standing here or have become totally invisible. I swear, it’s like hanging out in the bars and clubs with Astra all over again. Nice to see the same dynamic at work even with the high school boys. She laughs and shakes her head then gives him a gentle slap upside the head as I roll my eyes. 

			“Hey. Wake up,” she says. “She asked you a question.” 

			“Want to go out with me?” he asks. 

			“Oh, that’s sweet,” Astra says. “But no.”

			“Why?”

			Astra grins. “Because spending the next twenty years in prison doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time, kid.”

			“Yeah, okay. I get it, I guess,” he says with a frown and a shrug. “Had to shoot my shot. Can’t blame me for that.”

			“And you did. Very manly of you,” Astra replies. “Now, where is the office?” 

			He gives us directions to the office, and as we walk away, I can see him staring at Astra’s backside appreciatively. It’s definitely like hanging out with her in the bars again. 

			“If you play your cards right, I bet you can wrangle an invite to prom out of him,” I say.

			“Shut up,” she replies but can’t keep the grin off her face.

			We finally get to the office and step inside. There are a couple of kids sitting on a bench next to the door, and in front of us is a chest-high counter. A tired and harried-looking woman is standing behind it. She’s got a phone to her ear and is jotting some notes down on the pad in front of her as she listens. When she looks up and notices us, she puts her finger up, telling us she’s going to be just a minute. 

			We stand off to the side to avoid being trampled by the herd of children that is coming and going—most of them trying to talk to the woman even though she’s clearly still on the phone. When she finally hangs up, she speaks with the kid standing in front of her then sends him off. We’ve been standing there for close to ten minutes by the time the office clears out, and she has a moment to actually breathe. Only when she takes a couple of beats does she turn to us with an apologetic smile on her face.

			“Sorry, it’s a zoo in here today,” she says. “How can I help you?”

			We step to the counter and badge her. The woman’s eyes widen slightly, and she looks up at us with a curious expression on her face.

			“What in the world could the FBI possibly want with our little school here?” she gasps. 

			“Information, actually,” I say. “We’re inquiring about past students.”

			“They went here about twenty years ago,” Astra adds. 

			“Oh, I’d be the wrong person to speak to about that,” she says. “I’ve only been here a couple of years. No, for students who go back that far, you’ll want to speak with Principal Mills. She was here back then—not as a principal. She graduated from here herself and actually had my job way back in the day. Isn’t that funny?”

			“A real hoot,” Astra says dryly. 

			The woman clears her throat and gives us an awkward smile. “Anyway, she’d be the one you’d need to speak to.”

			“Great,” I reply. “Can we speak with her?”

			“Oh, I’m afraid we’d need to make an appointment—”

			“This is an active case we’re working, and lives are literally at stake,” I say. “So, please. It’s critical we speak with Principal Mills. Now.” 

			The woman jumps like I just goosed her. She snatches up the phone and turns away from us, speaking in a low tone. A moment later, she turns back to us with a sheepish smile.

			“Principal Mills will see you,” she says. “Just go through that door to the left and her office is at the end of the hall.”

			“Thank you,” I say.

			We turn and head through the door, walking down a long hallway that’s painted in an obnoxious shade of yellow. Photos and corkboards that are covered in flyers line the walls, and the floor beneath us is a tacky gray linoleum that looks like it’s seen better days. The top half of the door is frosted glass and has Principal Mills’ name stenciled in black. I knock gently.

			“Come in,” she calls.

			I open the door and follow Astra in, closing the door behind me. Mills is on her feet and already coming around her desk with her hand out. She’s dressed sharply and professionally and looks to be in her mid-fifties with hair dyed a deep red, likely to cover her grays. She’s about my height with blue eyes and is wearing a dark blue pantsuit with a cream-colored blouse beneath the jacket. She has a presence about her though. She has a very direct demeanor and seems in total command. I suppose as a high school principal, she’d have to be. 

			“Ellen Mills,” she introduces herself. “You’re with the FBI?”

			I nod. “Agents Wilder and Russo,” I reply. “Thank you for meeting with us. I apologize for dropping in unannounced like this—”

			She waves me off. “It’s fine. Really. Please, have a seat.”

			She drops down behind her desk again, leaving us to sit in the hard plastic chairs in front. Her office is orderly and efficient—which seems to be a reflection of the woman sitting across from us. One wall has her college degree along with photos from what I assume are past years at the school—Mills with faculty members and students alike. I can see just by looking at the photos that she loves her job and genuinely cares about her students. 

			“So, what can I do for you?” she asks. 

			“We need to ask about former students here,” I say. “They attended a while ago. Almost twenty years.”

			“May I ask what your interest in them is?” 

			“You’ve heard about the bombings happening throughout Seattle?” Astra asks.

			She nods. “Of course. It’s all over the news. It breaks my heart to know some of those were our former students. But I don’t understand why that’s brought you here?”

			“Well, we’re here because we believe the bomber may also have been a student.”

			She gasps and puts a hand to her chest. Mills looks genuinely grief-stricken by the fact that former students have been killed and simultaneously horrified by the thought that the bomber was one of their classmates. 

			“Oh dear, that . . . that can’t be,” she says. “That just can’t be.”

			“Nothing is certain yet, but this is a line of inquiry we have to follow up on,” I tell her. 

			“What can you tell us about Samantha Cooks, Thomas Booth, Phillip Hayes, and Mason Kurtz?” Astra asks. “All of them attended this school in the mid-2000s.”

			“It’s been a long time, but I remember them all. As I recall, they were all part of the same social circle,” she replies. 

			“And what social circle was that, Principal Mills?” I ask. “I remember how stratified the campus was when I went to high school, so which group did they belong to?”

			“Oh, they didn’t belong to any group. They were the group,” she replies with a soft laugh. “They were the social circle everybody else aspired to be in. They were from affluent families, of course, and were the most popular kids on campus.” 

			“Why is it you remember them so clearly after so long?” I ask. 

			A fond smile touches her lips. “They were lovely students. All of them. I just always thought they were special,” she said. “They all seemed destined to have such bright futures ahead of them. . . .”

			Her voice trails off as the realization that their bright futures had come to a crashing halt hits her once more. She seems to be taking it very personally, which confirms my opinion that she genuinely cares about her students. To remember them in such vivid detail so many years later is rare. 

			“Principal Mills—”

			“Ellen, please.”

			“Ellen, then,” I smile. “Do you recall any problems these kids were having with anybody? Were there fights? Anything you can remember happening?”

			She shakes her head. “No, of course not. They were very well-loved by everybody.”

			“Well, given that we think the bomber may be acting out a vendetta against them, it seems not everybody loved them so well,” Astra notes. 

			Mills’ eyes well with tears, and she takes a moment to grab a tissue and dab at them. She’s been holding it together for a long time, but the first cracks in the dam of her resolve are showing. I’d rather not push her over that edge, but we do need some tough questions answered. 

			“I just can’t believe that somebody would hate them so much that he’d kill them,” she says. “I don’t recall them ever having problems with any of the other kids on campus. As I said, they were very popular and well-loved. I mean, of course there were petty jealousies and things like that. What sort of school campus doesn’t have drama? But for the most part, they seemed to get along well with everybody.” 

			Astra and I share a look. To me, Mills sounds like the proud parent who can’t conceive of their child doing anything wrong. The parent who thinks their child is perfect and doesn’t realize their kid is committing bloody murder behind their backs. Or won’t acknowledge it anyway. She also reminds me of the parent who insists their child tell them everything. No child tells their parent everything, regardless of how good they may actually be. Kids keep secrets. It’s just the way of the world. 

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Mills says. “But these students were genuinely kind and generous. I know that some schools can be cliquey and that the popular kids sometimes bully other students. I’m not naïve. But I’m telling you, that wasn’t the way any of those four were. They all had good hearts.”

			“I believe you, Ellen,” I say. “And we’re not here to prove they were bullies or anything like that. We’re just trying to get some answers and find the person responsible for their deaths. We want to get justice for them. That’s all.”

			She gives us a tight smile and gets to her feet. She walks across the room and opens the door to a closet. I see rows and rows of shelves inside and Mills seems to be scanning them for a moment before she grabs something and brings it out for us. She hands it to me then returns to her side of the desk as I look down at it. 

			“That’s the yearbook from 2004—that’s the last year they were all enrolled in this school,” she tells us. “Thomas and Phillip graduated that year, and Mason and Samantha the following year.” 

			“This will help. Thank you,” I say. 

			“Of course, anything I can do to help find the monster who did this to them.” 

			“Ellen, can you give us a list of any current teachers or staff who were around back then? Anybody who might be able to give us a little more insight?” Astra asks.

			“Yes, of course. And if there is anything else I can do, please just let me know.” 

			“We will. Thank you,” Astra says.

			As Mills starts making a list of names, I flip through the yearbook and look at the smiling faces of all the students who’d graduated that year. They’re all so bright-eyed and full of hope for the future, none of them realizing at the time the hope they felt would be the high point of their lives.  
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			“So, how’d it go down in beautiful downtown Snowcrest?” Mo asks as I step into the shop the next morning.

			“They make one hell of a steak down there,” I reply. 

			She arches an eyebrow at me. “That really the highlight of the trip? I thought for sure you’d be dragging the bomber back in by the hair.”

			“Not yet, but we’re getting closer, I think.”

			The doors slide open and Astra glides in carrying a tray filled with cups of coffee. She hands me one, and I give her the sign of the cross. We spent most of yesterday talking to teachers and the staff—in between the bells, of course—trying to get a picture of the clique. Most refused to describe it as a clique, telling us the Snowcrest Four, as I’ve started to call them, accepted everybody. It was something I heard more times than I could count yesterday. The goodness of these kids was something the staff and faculty all remembered in vivid detail. It’s something my cynical mind rejected almost automatically. Nobody is that good. To hear them tell it, these kids should be granted sainthood. 

			Nobody else, not even Principal Mills, could tell us who their core friends were, saying their group was amorphous and ever-changing. I don’t buy that for a second though. Not only do I not buy that these kids were the perfect angels they were purported to be, but I doubt they didn’t have a core group of friends. It’s just human nature to be tribal. We tend to cling to those people we feel most comfortable with. Those people who make us feel safe. They could be accepting of everybody but still have a solid core of friends they spent most of their time with. It’s not that I think Mills and the others were trying to be deliberately deceptive. I just think they saw what they wanted to see.

			“Bless you, my child,” I say. 

			“Figured you were going to need a spare.”

			“I think I just need to hang an IV bag full of coffee and pump it straight into my veins.”

			“That sounds like a great idea to me,” she replies.  

			This is going to be my third cup—one I had at home before coming in, the second I picked up on my way in and already finished it. So thank God for Astra. I’m wired, but not nearly as wired as I need to be. This sort of investigation is high-energy. I need to fortify my body with every ounce of caffeine I can get. 

			Astra sets the box of donuts down as well as the tray of coffees, plucks her cup as well as a donut, then retreats to her workstation as Rick and Mo move in. Once everybody is back where they belong, I pick the sprinkle donut—they all know to stay away from the sprinkles. I have standing dibs on those, and I’m the boss, so I get my way. 

			“So what did you guys find out down there?” Mo asks. 

			“The principal, who was still a teacher at the time they were at the school, is a big fan of the kids,” Astra tells her. “They’re perfect angels, according to her. Never did a thing wrong in their lives, and whoever is killing them has to be some nut with a jealousy complex. Or something like that.”

			“That seems pretty close to my read on it too,” I say. 

			“Right,” Rick mutters. “In my experience, those perfect angel types are really little more than demons in disguise.” 

			“Sounds like somebody got bullied,” Astra cracks.

			“If you define bullying as regular beatdowns, swirlies, pantsing, having my books knocked out of my hands, my lunches being stolen, public humiliation, and just being mocked generally, then yeah, you’d be right,” Rick seethes. “And taking it to an adult just made it worse.”

			“Jesus,” Astra says. “I didn’t know it was that bad for you. I’m sorry, Rick. I didn’t know, and I’d never make light of it—”

			He shrugs. “It’s fine. It was a long time ago. And, yeah, it was the popular clique at school—the ones all the teachers and administrators swore up and down were perfect angels,” he says. “All because I was different. Because I wasn’t rich or one of the pretty people.”

			“Yeah, my experience was pretty much the same. Except, I had the added bonus of being gay, which upped the torment,” Mo adds. “And the thing that always bothered me the most was that the administration always turned a blind eye when it came to the popular cliques. They never saw the bullying, always thought the world of these turds, and never punished them for making our lives a living hell.” 

			The pain and anger in their voices are still so fresh and raw that it sounds like their bullying happened just yesterday and not years ago. It’s something that quite obviously left a lasting impact on them. A wound they carry deep down inside that’s never really healed up. Not completely. I can see it in their faces and hear it in their words. 

			It’s a different perspective for me. I was never one of the kids in the popular clique. I had my group of friends, but I was more the type who just stuck her head down and did her schoolwork. I know because some people thought I was pretty that it afforded me a level of privilege other people didn’t get. So to hear Rick and Mo talking about their own experiences is good for me to hear. It helps me understand Rick and Mo a little bit better. But more than that, it also helps me understand the bomber as well.

			Not that I condone or approve of what he’s doing. His actions are abhorrent, obviously. But if he really was being bullied and tormented by these kids in the popular clique, and the administration turned a blind eye to it, I can now better understand that simmering rage that he’s been carrying around for so long. If these popular kids tortured him and made his life the sort of hell Rick and Mo described, then he’s carrying around the same sort of wound inside of him that they are, and it’s been festering for seventeen years. 

			What it doesn’t explain, though, is the trigger. Something had to set this guy off and unleash the rage within him. Something had to have made him so angry that he resorted to murder. Something so painful that he decided to take his vengeance upon the very people who wounded him so badly so long ago. 

			“I’m truly sorry that happened to you both. There are no words to say how sorry I am for what you went through,” I tell them. “But you’ve helped me gain a valuable perspective.”

			“Hey, happy to relive my childhood trauma for the good of the team,” Rick jokes. 

			“What’s the perspective?” Mo asks.

			“Into the bomber. If he really was bullied by these people, I understand the rage inside of him better,” I say. “And it also tells me he’s not going to stop until he’s either killed everybody on his list, or we catch him.”

			“It’s been a couple of days since the last bombing,” Mo points out. “Maybe he’s already made it through his list.” 

			“Maybe. But I’m not convinced he’s done just yet,” I say. “Mo, Rick, I need you to look into the backgrounds of the Snowcrest Four. Find me anything you can—dig deep. I want to know if they’ve ever been in trouble with anybody for anything before. I want to know the gossip and rumors. Look through newspaper archives, blog posts, anything where those four names are mentioned. Also, check to see if FDR High has a website. If they do, poke around there too and see if they have an archive section, a student or alumni comment section—find anything you can. I want to know everything.” 

			“You got it,” he says, and they immediately set to work.

			I pull the yearbook out of my bag and sit down at Astra’s workstation. We flip it open and, starting on page one, begin combing through the pages, scanning the pictures carefully as we look for the Snowcrest Four. I think the odds are good that if we find them in these candid shots, we’re going to find the rest of their group, and then we’ll know for sure whether the bomber still has names on his list or not.  

			“What exactly are we looking for?” she asks. 

			“I want to focus on all the student life and candid shots,” I tell them. “I want to know who made up the entirety of this group.”

			She nods, and we keep scanning the pages until I find what I’m looking for. I tap on the picture under the “Student Government” section. It’s a photo of seven people—the Snowcrest Four in their younger years—and three we haven’t met yet. When I see their faces, something inside me shifts, and I feel that natural momentum a case builds before it takes off. It feels like the most important piece of the puzzle has fallen into place. 

			“Gregory Talbot, Emma Cuthbert, and Stephanie Wolcott,” I say. “Say hello to the next three people our bomber is going to kill.” 

			Astra looks at me. “You think so?”

			I nod. “I do. It’s hard to explain, but it feels right. This is their core group—the group of kids who bullied and tormented our bomber. We’re going to need—”  

			“Guys, I think I found something,” Rick calls out, stopping me mid-thought.

			I stand up and turn to him. “What do you have?” 

			“It’s a sealed court record,” he says. “And it’s attached to seven names in total. The Snowcrest Four plus—”

			“Emma Cuthbert, Gregory Talbot, and Stephanie Wolcott,” I say. 

			He looks up at me and cocks his head. “Yeah. How’d you know?” 

			“Because we just found a photo of the seven of them in the yearbook,” I reply. “It’s the bomber’s kill list.” 

			“And the reason he’s killing them is probably in that sealed record,” Astra says. 

			“What are we going to do? We can’t unseal it. Not without a court order,” Mo frowns. “And that is going to take time.” 

			“Time we don’t have,” Astra adds.

			I fold my arms over my chest and start pacing the room, my mind spinning. There’s no question we need to get into that sealed record. But if I unseal it without a warrant, that could be the end of my career. Astra’s right though. If we go through proper channels, it’s going to take time. With a bomber on the loose, that’s time we don’t have, and we need to know what’s in there. That sealed record may tell us whether or not there is fire under all the smoke. It may tell us what the trigger for our bomber was—or if this is just another dead end.

			If we crack it, and there’s nothing there, this may have all been for naught. By even thinking about having Rick crack the seal on the record, I’d be taking a massive risk. On the one hand, it could show us what set the wheels of all this in motion. It could give us the reason people are being murdered. On the other hand, it could be nothing at all. It might do nothing to bolster my theory, let alone blow the case open. It’s a juvenile record and could be for nothing more serious than being caught with alcohol.

			“Blake, what do you want to do?” Astra asks. 

			I keep pacing, a thousand thoughts firing through my brain all at once. If it’s nothing, then my theory is still in limbo and unproven. Which means we could still keep going down this rabbit hole and have it turn out to be a false lead after all. And we would have wasted all this time on nothing and have to go back to square one yet again. 

			If I have Rick crack the seal, I’m risking my career on a coin flip essentially. Heads, it gives us the necessary motive. Tails, it leads us nowhere, and I go to prison for unsealing a juvenile record. Does the greater good outweigh violating the privacy imposed by the court? Does the potential to save lives matter more than my job and, possibly, my freedom?

			I joined the Bureau to save lives. To do some good in this world and help thwart the evil that seems to be running rampant. If I’m not willing to risk everything, can I say that I’m doing all I can to save lives? 

			“Do it. Unseal the record,” I say. “This is one of those times when it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.” 

			“You sure?” Astra asks. “You’re gambling with your career, Blake.” 

			I nod. “I’m sure. Rick, can you crack it?”

			“Yeah, in a heartbeat, but—”

			“This is my call. If there’s heat, I’ll take it,” I tell him. “I am ordering you to unseal that record. We need to see what’s in it.” 

			He blows out a long breath. “Okay, then,” he says. “As Samuel L. Jackson once said, ‘hold on to your butts.’” 

			He taps away at his keys, his face a mask of concentration. Rick glances at me, and I give him an encouraging nod, silently urging him to finish it. 

			“On screen,” he says.

			I turn to look at the monitors on the wall behind me, and they come to life, showing us the court document that lists all seven—the Snowcrest Seven now, I suppose. 

			“Criminal mischief,” Astra says. “What in the hell is that?” 

			“Usually involves property damage. Could be anything from breaking windows to graffiti,” I say, feeling deflated. “I see this is a plea deal, but I don’t see a synopsis of the charges or the charging documents.”

			“That’s because there aren’t any,” Rick says. “This file has been tampered with. It’s been changed, and all the information about the specifics of the charges have been deleted.” 

			“Deleted?” I ask.

			“Yeah, it’s all gone. All that’s left are the specific charge and the terms of the plea deal,” he says. “Which looks like probation—six months—and the necessary completion of an alcohol diversion course.” 

			“This makes no sense,” I mutter. “No sense at all.”

			“Why would they delete the records to a sealed case?” Astra asks. “What is it they’re trying to hide?” 

			“It may not be anything nefarious. It could be an error by a courthouse clerk. Maybe. Possibly,” Rick offers. 

			“Or it could be that somebody didn’t want anybody else to see what the seven of them did,” Astra replies. 

			“Yeah, it could be that too,” he says. 

			“Okay, so the seven of them were arrested and charged with something that later got pleaded down to misdemeanor criminal mischief,” I muse. “They get six months of probation and have to complete a diversion course.”

			I can’t believe that if they’d done something serious, it would have been pleaded down to a misdemeanor. Which means that unsealing that record was all for naught. There’s nothing there to prove my theory. I feel the sickening dread welling up in my gut as I contemplate being kicked back to the start once again. More than that, though, I have to worry about somebody noticing the record was unsealed and tracing it right back to me—which is a certainty. It’s just a matter of time. And when they ask me about it, all I can say is, “Oops. My bad.”

			My intentions won’t matter. All that will matter is that I broke the law by cracking that record. And with no valid reason to give them—I got nothing useful from it, certainly nothing that will save lives—I’m just standing here with my pants down. I can’t argue the greater good because there’s none here. I fold my arms over my chest again and squeeze myself even tighter. 

			I look over at Mo, who’s been conspicuously quiet during this whole crapshow. She’s still bent over her computer, her jaw clenched and a look of concentration on her face as she bangs away at her keys. I’m just about to ask her what she’s chasing when she raises her head and looks at me, her eyes wide and a look of shock on her face.

			“I think I found something,” she says. 
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			Taylor Residence; Snowcrest, WA

			We get out of the car, and I glance around the neighborhood. It’s obviously working class—and on the lower end of that spectrum. Most of the houses look like they’ve seen better days, but the owners still have enough pride in their homes to try to keep them up. But most of the places look like they could use new paint, new roofs, new—just about everything. In a town like Snowcrest, this is what’s considered the wrong side of the tracks. 

			The neighborhood is as dreary as the day. It’s cold; I pull my jacket around my body tighter. Slate gray clouds blanket the sky, and gusts of cool wind blow past us, sending dry leaves skittering down the street. Somewhere in the distance, a dog is barking, and I hear rap music playing. 

			“Ready?” Astra asks.

			I nod. “Let’s do this.”

			We head up the walkway that leads to the front door of a house that’s got a red brick foundation and white clapboard siding. The bricks are all cracked and chipped, and the siding is all faded. It looks more gray than white now. The front yard is patchy with clumps of glass protruding from the dirt, and the flower beds that line the walkway are filled with dried-up, dead stalks that were once flowers. In the springtime, I can imagine them lending a little much-needed color and joy to the neighborhood, but in the dead of winter, they look just as drab as the rest of the street.

			I knock on the door and take a step back. A moment later, I hear somebody shuffling to the door, and then it opens. A woman in a bathrobe stands there looking at us through red, watery eyes. Her face is flushed, and even from where I’m standing, I can smell the vodka wafting off her. She sniffs loudly.

			“Yeah?” she asks. 

			Astra and I badge her. “Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I say. “Are you Sheila Taylor?”

			She stands up a little straighter, and her expression sobers. The woman pulls her robe around her a little tighter, a nervous glint in her eyes. She’s not a tall woman, maybe five-four or so. She’s painfully thin—almost to the point of emaciation—and I have a feeling her vodka diet has a lot to do with that. She’s got wispy hair that is mostly as gray as the clouds overhead and rheumy, blue eyes. Her skin is loose and sallow, and legs almost as thin as my wrists poke out from beneath a flower print housedress that looks like it hasn’t been washed in a while.

			She just doesn’t look like a woman in very good health. Or more to the point, she looks like a woman who’s given up on life. 

			“Y—Yes, I’m Sheila Taylor. What’s this about?” 

			“We were hoping to come in and speak with you,” I say. “We have some questions we’d like you to answer for us.” 

			“Questions about what?” 

			“About your daughter,” I say. “We’d like to speak with you about Amanda, ma’am.” 

			Her face grows red, and her expression shifts from nervous to stricken. Sheila licks her lips and clears her throat. She’s trembling and sniffs loudly again.

			“What’s this all about, Agents?”

			“Please, Mrs. Taylor—”

			“Miss. Miss Taylor. Or just call me Sheila,” she snaps. “I haven’t been married to that walking piece of garbage in years.”

			“I apologize, may we come in and speak with you, Sheila? We’ll do our best to not take too much of your time.” 

			She stares at us for a long moment, apparently trying to decide whether to slam the door in our faces or not. She lets out a long sigh.

			“Yeah, sure,” she relents. “Why not?” 

			Sheila turns and walks into the house, leaving the door open for us. Astra and I give each other a look and a slight shrug before walking in. Astra closes the door behind us, and we follow Sheila into the living room. She plops down in the battered, worn recliner and mutes the five women screaming at each other that passes for a morning talk show on the television. She’s got a cup of coffee I’m convinced is more vodka than anything. 

			The house is in total disarray. I’d bet it hasn’t been cleaned in the last five years. The carpet has dozens of dark stains on it, the walls are dingy, and there’s a thick layer of dust over everything. There are stacks of newspapers and magazines leaning against one wall, and thick cobwebs are stretched not just in all the high corners of the walls but on the shelves in the bookcase as well. There’s a strong odor in the house I can’t really identify other than to say it smells like body odor and cigarettes, and there’s just a miasma of ill health all around us.

			The couch is as stained and dingy as everything else in the house, so I remain standing, as does Astra. We do our best to make it look natural and not like we’re afraid we’re going to get stuck to the sofa cushions if we sit down. The last thing I want is to offend this woman. 

			“So? What do you want?” she growls then takes a sip of her coffee-flavored vodka.

			“We were hoping to speak with you about your daughter—”

			“Yeah, you said that,” she snaps. “What about her?”

			The ferocity in her voice surprises me. Given what her daughter has gone through, I was expecting Miss Taylor to be a little more sympathetic. But her eyes burn with anger, and there is real heat in her voice. 

			“Well, her name came up in conjunction with another investigation,” I say. 

			“Figures the only way her case gets investigated is when it’s in conjunction with somebody else’s case,” Sheila grumbles. “What investigation?” 

			“You’re aware of the series of bombings—”

			“No. I don’t pay attention to the news,” she says. “Nothing but gloom and doom—and nobody’s willin’ to do nothin’ about it.” 

			“Well, there’s been a series of bombings in Seattle that have claimed the lives of more than a dozen people so far,” Astra says. “And we believe the targets were people who went to school with your daughter, Sheila.”

			She perks up at that, and her eyes seem to come alive. Sheila sets her coffee cup down on the table beside her recliner, and she looks at us. I can see she’s suddenly greedy for information as she does the math in her head and seems to know why we’re here. 

			“So far, four people who are connected to your daughter have been killed,” I say. “Phillip Hayes, Thomas Booth, Samantha Cooks—sorry, you knew her as Samantha Scott—and Mason Kurtz have all been killed in the bombings.”

			“Good,” she says, her voice colored with excitement. “About time they got what’s comin’ to them. About time. I hope they suffered.” 

			Astra and I exchange a glance. Her reaction is understandable given the circumstances, but I honestly didn’t expect her to be so vocal in front of us. I mean, a more cynical mind than mine would automatically put her on the suspect list. I don’t, simply because just by looking at her, I don’t think she’s capable of either the planning or the execution. I would also be shocked if she had the knowledge to put these devices together. 

			“Right,” Astra says. “We found some blog posts that were attributed to you about your daughter. About what happened to her. The information you shared wasn’t in any of the official records we found.”

			“That’s because it was all covered up,” she spits. “When you have money like those people have, they can buy justice. We didn’t have no money, so my beautiful girl was forced to suffer through it all. Everybody said she made it up and tried to smear them boys—and the girls too. They all said she—”

			Sheila’s voice breaks off into a choked sob, and her entire body shakes as she tries to stifle her cries. We give her a couple of moments to collect herself. I feel like we’re getting the missing pieces to this story we need. And I feel like we’re close—so close—to finding out who’s behind the bombings. It’s not political. It’s not religious. It’s not economic. These killings are a good old-fashioned revenge story. I’m ninety-nine percent sure of it now. I feel like we only need one more piece to complete the puzzle. 

			“Can you tell us what happened, Sheila?” I ask gently. 

			She sighs and I see her draw into herself. The memory is obviously painful for her, and though I have no desire to cause her any more pain, we need to hear the story. 

			“It was homecoming weekend. My baby was a sophomore, just fifteen years old,” Sheila starts. “I had some misgivings about lettin’ her go to the dance in the first place, but she begged and pleaded. Told me a senior named Thomas Booth had asked her to go. He was one of the popular boys in school—a football player—and she’d had a crush on him for a while. She was so excited—how could I say ‘no’ to her?”

			She lapses into silence for a moment and picks up her mug. She remains silent as she takes a long swallow. Ordinarily, I’d ask her to lay off the sauce for just a little bit, just until we get the story out of her, but I get the feeling if she doesn’t have a nip now and then, we’ll never get the full story. The memory is obviously so painful she needs a little lubrication to get the words out.

			“Anyway, she didn’t come home that night. I was out of my mind with worry. I called the police right away, and it took ‘em almost a day to find her,” she says, her voice barely more than a whisper. “They found her at the bottom of the Red Gorge. She’d been raped and beaten and was barely alive. But they got her to the hospital in time, and she survived.”

			So far, her story hasn’t changed a syllable from what we read online. I hate having to make her relive this horrible experience, but it’s necessary. For one thing, we need to make sure her story hasn’t changed or been embellished over the near two decades since the event. It goes to her credibility. But the fact that the story is the same now as it was all those years ago, as well as the sheer agony I see in her face, tells me she’s credible. That her story is true. 

			“Anyway, it took some time for her memory to come back, but when it did, she told me what happened. Said her date, that Thomas Booth and his friends, were all drinkin’. She’s a good girl and doesn’t like bein’ around that kind of thing, so she asked to go home. Kurtz tried to get her to stay. Tried to get her to sleep with him. And when she wouldn’t, he . . . he raped her,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Then one of their friends—Gregory Talbot—assaulted her too. She said they were drunk, and when they realized what they’d done, they beat her and threw her down the gorge.” 

			Even though I know the story already, hearing Sheila tell it, hearing the agony in her voice, takes my breath away. It fills my heart with sadness—and with rage. The look on Astra’s face tells me she’s going through the same range of emotions. I bite it back, though, needing to hear the rest of it. 

			“What about the others?” I ask. 

			“She said the boys—Mason Kurtz and Phillip Hayes—didn’t assault her, but they didn’t help her either,” Sheila says. “They helped the other two boys get her into the car then throw her into the gorge after they’d raped her. Them girls were all there, too, laughing and making fun of her the whole time. Amanda said they called her slut and whore and told her she deserved what she was getting.”

			“The court records we have show the seven of them were all charged with criminal mischief and sentenced to probation and community service,” Astra says. “Can you tell me—”

			Sheila’s bark of laughter is bitter and angry. “Yeah. Because those seven little bastards are from families that have a lot of power and influence. They’re connected,” she spits angrily. “The prosecutor said there was no evidence connecting the assault to the boys—no DNA or nothin’ like that. But then said he threatened them with going to trial anyway and was able to secure a plea from all seven of ‘em. Like he’d done something great. Said I should be thankful he was able to talk them into taking a plea at all because if they had gone to trial, we would have lost. Said at least that way, Amanda was able to get a little bit of justice.”

			She scoffs and takes a long swallow of her coffee, draining the mug. The grief and rage on her face are palpable, and my heart goes out to her. The story makes me sick to hear. But it’s one that’s not wholly unfamiliar to me. It’s one I’ve heard before. Too often. 

			“Justice,” she grumbles. “If you’re rich and connected, you get to buy a different brand of justice than the rest of us get.”

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

			She sighs and runs her fingers through her thinning hair. “Anyway, after all that, Amanda went back to school, and those kids and all their friends tortured my poor baby,” Sheila continues. “They tormented her. I don’t know who the ringleader was for sure, but I’m pretty sure it was that Samantha Scott. They bullied her hard every day for weeks. She never said nothin’ to me, but I saw the change in her. I saw what they was doin’ to her and how dark and depressed she was gettin’. But I didn’t know what to do about it. One day I guess it got to be too much for her and—”

			Sheila cuts off her words again as another sob racks her body. She wipes her eyes and nose with the back of her hand, struggling to control herself. It takes a couple of minutes, but she finally gathers herself and looks at us again.

			“She tried to kill herself after that. She didn’t succeed, but it would have been more humane if she had,” Sheila says. “She hurt herself so bad, she put herself into a coma. My baby . . . it was like she was asleep. For years and years. At the time, the doctors said she might wake up the next day, or she might never wake up at all. They said there was nothing more they could do, and all we could do was wait and see what happened.”

			“I’m truly sorry, Sheila,” I say. “I can’t even begin to imagine. . . .”

			“These monsters did this to her. They made her life so miserable she felt the only way out was to kill herself,” Sheila says. “So, no, I’m not sorry somebody’s out there killin’ them all. In fact, I want to shake their hand. If I could do it myself, I would. But don’t ask me to shed a tear for any of them.”

			“I would never ask you to. I understand your anger,” I nod. “I share your anger. But we need to stop whoever it is because they’re hurting innocent people. A lot of people who had nothing to do with what happened to Amanda are being hurt. And as angry as you are at those people—and you have every right to be—we can’t continue letting innocent people die.” 

			“Do you know who it might be, Sheila?” Astra asks. “Did Amanda have a boyfriend or even a best friend who might be looking to deliver justice for her?” 

			“No, she didn’t have any boyfriends or nothin’ like that. She barely had any friends at all,” she says. “Amanda was shy. Quiet. But she had the biggest heart.”

			“I’m sure she does,” I say. “Would you mind if I just went in and said hello to her?”

			Sheila looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Amanda died, Agent Wilder,” she tells me. “A few weeks ago. She just . . . she just faded away in the night. My baby is gone.” 

			Her words hit me like a sledgehammer to the gut. That’s the missing piece. That’s the trigger. Her death set somebody off and sent them on a bloody, violent rampage. I silently kick myself though. I should have known. I should have done a full workup on Amanda before coming down here. I should have known the girl had passed away to keep myself from not only making us look like incompetent idiots, but to keep us from causing Sheila more pain.

			“Sheila, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” I say. “I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

			She gives me a tight smile but doesn’t say anything. I understand now why she looks so bedraggled and beaten down by life. It makes sense. The death of her daughter stripped her of all hope. She may not have had much, but she was still clinging to the hope Amanda would suddenly wake up one day. And now she finds herself mourning her daughter—again. 

			“May I take a look in her room anyway?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, sure. Knock yourselves out. It’s the room at the end of the hall.” 

			Astra and I silently walk down the hall and push the door open. Unlike the rest of the house, Amanda’s room is nearly immaculate. There’s not a speck of dust to be seen nor a thing out of place. The bed’s been made, the linen looks clean and pressed, the shoes are lined up precisely beneath it, and the closet is perfectly orderly. It’s like a shrine in here.

			The walls are a vibrant shade of pink and are covered in pictures and posters. A couple of them are of the usual boy bands, which seem obligatory in a teen girl’s room, but the majority are of writers and poets, all of them inscribed with one of their famous quotes. Her bookshelves are filled with classic novels as well as contemporary genre fiction. Amanda was a voracious reader, it seems. 

			“Blake.”

			I turn and see Astra holding a small silver picture frame. I walk over and take it from her then study the photo inside the frame. Amanda and a boy are smiling happily. He’s got long black hair that hangs to his shoulders with a limp lock hanging down over the left side of his face. He’s no more than five-nine, and in the photo is wearing a black leather jacket, black jeans, black boots, and a black T-shirt as well. His skin is pale, his cheeks pocked, and he’s thin. He’s almost scrawny, actually, and when I see him, all I can think of is Rick—somebody who was persecuted on his high school campus for nothing more than being different.

			We poke around Amanda’s room for another couple of minutes but don’t see anything that piques our interest. After almost twenty years, that’s not surprising. But I carry the picture frame out to the living room and show Sheila the picture frame. She looks at it for a moment.

			“I always liked that picture,” she says. “My Mandy looks happy in it. That’s how I like to remember her—happy.” 

			“I’m sure,” I say. “But can you tell me who the boy with her is?” 

			“That’s Wilson Speaks. They were best friends back in high school,” she says. “He came by regularly even—after. He knew she wasn’t gonna wake up while he was there, but he came by all the same. Enjoyed reading to her . . .”

			Sheila’s voice tapers off, and she looks up at us, the smile that had been on her face gone. She takes a couple of breaths and lets them out. 

			“You can’t possibly think he is involved with all this, do you?” she asks. “He’s a gentle boy. He’d never hurt a fly. If you think he’s involved with this, you’re mistaken, Agents. Wilson is the sweetest boy.” 

			That’s what Mills said about the Snowcrest Seven, and look where we ended up with them—rape, assault, and attempted murder. We see what we want to see. I have no doubt Amanda was a good girl and everything her mother says. But I also don’t doubt that Amanda had her own secrets. As far as Wilson Speaks goes, she knew even less about him than she thought. She saw what he wanted her to see—what he allowed her to see. She may have known Wilson, but it was only to a point. 

			I intend to blow past that point and see what’s on the other side of it. I intend to find out everything there is to know about Wilson Speaks. And after that, we’re going to find and drag him in. He’s our bomber. I can feel it. Now all I need to do is prove it. 
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			Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			“I’m having the Marshals Service pick up Talbot, Cuthbert, and Wolcott,” I state as I walk back into the shop. “I want them in protective custody until we have Speaks in hand and this is over.”

			“That’s probably a good idea,” Mo says. 

			“Okay, so what do we know about Wilson Speaks?” I ask. 

			“We’re still digging, boss,” Rick says. “What I can tell you right now is that he’s a chemical engineer for a company called Formex.” 

			“And what is Formex?” I ask.

			“A designer chemical company,” Mo chimes in. “They design chemicals for pest control companies, pesticides for farms, things like that.”

			Rick nods. “He got his degree in Chemical Engineering from Stanford. Got in on a full academic scholarship,” he says. “The dude is wicked smart.” 

			“So, as a chemical engineer, he’d have the knowledge to make a bomb,” I note.

			“Undoubtedly,” Rick confirms.

			“And he’d also know how to make something like homemade napalm?” 

			“For sure. From what I’m reading in this guy’s academic records and a few articles I’ve found about him online, as an undergrad, he was inventing chemical formulas that are being used in a wide variety of things today—roach traps, cleaners and solvents, pesticides. His work is all over the place, and he owns the patent on them all,” he says. “The guy is worth a small fortune.”

			“But he lives a modest lifestyle,” Mo says. “He’s got a two-bedroom apartment in Capitol Hill when he could afford something much nicer. He drives a car that’s almost ten years old, and looking through his financials, it doesn’t seem like he spends much on anything. He lives like a hermit.”

			“Doesn’t seem to have much of a social life either,” Rick adds. “I’ve been poking through his social media—doesn’t have much of a presence. Doesn’t have many friends on Facebook—and those he does have he doesn’t interact with much. Doesn’t even have a Twitter account or any other social media footprint I can find. He pretty much seems like a loner.”

			Another point in the profile. “Have you seen any proof of religious or political activity?” I ask. “Any evidence he’s got extreme ideologies in any direction?” 

			“None,” Mo says. “According to what I see, he doesn’t vote—isn’t even registered to vote. He doesn’t donate to any candidate, political party, or social causes—except for a local animal shelter. Looks like he donated pretty heavily to them. Other than that, he seems pretty self-contained.”

			“An animal lover?” I raise an eyebrow. “Didn’t see that one coming.”

			“They say Hitler loved dogs,” Astra says with a smirk. “I guess even monsters can have one or two redeeming qualities.”

			“But Speaks is otherwise isolated from the world,” I say.

			Mo nods. “Yeah, pretty much.”

			“Okay, what else do we have?” I ask. “There’s got to be more. Can you find anything out about him and Amanda Taylor?”

			“I’ve been looking, but I can’t find anything,” Mo tells me. 

			“If we had his computer, I bet we’d find a treasure trove of goodies,” Astra says. 

			I nod. “I thought about that,” I reply. “I put in for a warrant already. Just waiting to hear back. Once we have it, we’ll go say hi.” 

			“Do you really think this is our guy?” Mo asks.

			“I’m positive of it. He fits the profile perfectly—intelligent, methodical, loner, and a guy with a cause,” I say. “Amanda’s death was the trigger. That’s what set all this in motion. He blames the Snowcrest Seven for bringing about her death—not only did they assault her, they pushed her to attempt suicide, which put her in the condition she was in. Then she died and stripped him of whatever hope he was clinging to. And unlike Amanda’s mom, who just gave up on life, Wilson Speaks turned to murder.”

			“If the locals out in Snowcrest hadn’t covered for these kids, this probably would have all been different,” Astra muses. 

			All the pieces are falling into place, and I have that feeling in the pit of my stomach I always get when we’re getting close to the end of an investigation. That sense of momentum is building, and along with it, the certainty that we’ve found our guy. That we are closing in on the bomber and are poised to shut him down. 

			The doors to the shop whoosh open, and Rosie marches in carrying a blue folder I’m really hoping has my warrant inside.

			“Get me up to speed,” she says.

			Astra and I spend about half an hour filling her in on everything we’ve found and relaying our conversation with Sheila Taylor the previous day. I give her a brief outline of Wilson Speaks and my reasoning for believing he’s the bomber. We tell her about the assault on Amanda Taylor, the coverup, and what happened in the aftermath. 

			“Jesus,” she mutters. 

			“Yeah.”

			“Have you shared this with Winslow?” 

			I shake my head. “We stopped by the ATF division before we left for Snowcrest the first time,” I tell her. “We tried to give him the connection before we ever spoke with Sheila Taylor, and he shot us down. Threw us out of the division.”

			“He did,” Astra says. “Told us he wanted nothing to do with this line of investigation.”

			Rosie frowns and runs a hand through her hair. “All right. You’re on your own then,” she says. “If you guys are right, and Speaks in the bomber, he’s going to look like a damn fool.”

			“Wouldn’t be the first time,” I mutter. 

			She casts me a dark look. “Let’s keep our personal feelings out of this.”

			“Yes ma’am,” I nod.

			“Do we have a line on Speaks?” she asks. 

			“His cell phone is off, and his car’s GPS has been disabled,” Astra says. “We can’t use them to track him. We’re looking at his financials for recent transactions, but so far, nothing.”

			“Great,” Rosie mutters. 

			I shake my head. “It gets worse. We checked with his workplace, and they said he hasn’t been to the office in the last two weeks. No notice, no nothing. He just hasn’t shown up.”

			“Which fits the time line of the bombings.”

			I nod. “Exactly. That’s why we need the warrant. We need to see if he’s squirreled away in his apartment.” 

			“Do that,” she says, handing me the folder. “There’s a SWAT team on standby. Coordinate with Captain Lazenby.”

			“Will do,” I respond. 

			“Good luck out there,” she says and hands me the folder which does indeed include a warrant. “And be safe.”

			I give her a grim smile. That feeling of momentum is pulling me along so fast, I almost feel weightless. It’s time to reel this guy in and end this. 
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			“No wires, no devices,” he announces. “It’s clear.” 

			The SWAT bomb tech withdraws the fiber-optic camera from beneath the door and drops it back into his kit. He stands and clears the way for the man with the handheld battering ram and looks to Captain Lazenby. Astra and I are strapped up in our vests and stand behind the heavily armed and armored SWAT team waiting for him to give the order. 

			“Hit it,” Lazenby orders. 

			The man swings the ram, and the door blows inward in a hail of shattered wood and metal hinges. Guns raised, the team piles into the room with shouts identifying them as federal agents. Captain Lazenby ordered us to stay out until the apartment was cleared. A couple of minutes later, the team starts to file out of the apartment again. Lazenby walks over to where we’re standing.

			“The place is yours,” he says. “Our guy’s not there. Unfortunately.” 

			“Thanks, Captain. We appreciate you clearing the place.”

			“That’s my job. Let me know if you need anything else,” he says. “Also, let me know when you get a fix on this prick. I’d like my team to be involved with the takedown.”

			I nod. “I’ll make sure to keep you in the loop.”

			“Appreciate that.” 

			Astra and I walk into Speaks’ apartment and start to look around. The bomb tech is still inside and is using a couple of different devices, searching for trace elements of the chemicals Speaks used to make the bombs.  

			“Finding anything?” I ask. 

			“Trace amounts on that table in the second bedroom. He definitely made his bombs here,” he says. “But he cleans up really well. Almost obsessively. But there are no active devices in here if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

			“Thank you. It crossed my mind.” 

			He grins. “I’ll let you know if I find anything more.” 

			Speaks’ place is immaculate. Just as the tech observed, it’s obsessively clean. It’s spartan, with very little in terms of furniture or décor. Speaks definitely lives a modest lifestyle given what he’s making at Formex. The only extravagance I see is a massive television above an array of high-end gaming consoles. I guess when you’re a loner like Speaks, online gaming is as close to being part of the outside world as you’ll get. It’s eccentric. 

			Not finding anything of any particular interest, I walk through the house and find myself in the second bedroom. Against the wall beneath the window on the other side of the room is a large desk with a state-of-the-art computer set up. To my left is a long table that’s got a wide array of chemicals in tubs and jars and boxes of wires, timing devices—everything you need to build the bombs he’s been using. But the table, like everything else in Speaks’ place, is immaculate.

			On the wall to the right of his computer set up are articles about the bombings. It’s a shrine to his murder spree. He’s proud of what he’s doing. Feels justified. Righteous. Although I can understand and sympathize to a point, the fact that Speaks apparently feels no remorse about the innocent lives he’s taken keeps me from pitying him. He knows what he’s doing and knows innocent people are being hurt as a result of it, but he doesn’t care. This shrine is proof of that. He’s glorifying his deaths like any common serial killer. 

			I power up the computer, pull my phone out of my pocket, and hit the button to dial Rick. I need to know what Speaks has been doing on it. 

			“Hey, boss,” he says when he connects the call.

			“Hey. I’m standing in front of Speaks’ computer, and I need you to get into it,” I tell him. “We need to know everything he’s been doing on here, what he’s been saving, sites he’s visited—the works. And we need it as quick as you can get it.”

			“Copy that. But I’m going to need you to get me some information so I can access it remotely,” he tells me.

			“Just tell me what you need.”

			Rick walks me through the process, telling me what he needs and walking me through that. In a matter of minutes, the cursor on the computer screen is moving around on its own like it’s haunted or something. 

			“Okay, I’m in,” Rick says. “I’ll start scrubbing this to see what I come up with.”

			“Thanks, Rick.”

			“Blake,” Astra calls from the other room.

			I disconnect the call, drop the phone back into my pocket, and head out to the living room to find Astra with a binder in her hand. She looks up at me as I walk in, a concerned expression on her face. 

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“More clippings about the attacks,” she says.

			“So he’s keeping trophies,” I note. 

			“There’s more than that though,” she says.

			Astra pulls a sheet of paper out of the notebook and hands it to me. I take a minute to look it over. It’s a flyer for a Christmas charity auction being held at a facility downtown that’s being put on by a local radio station. KPNR bills itself as the voice of the Pacific Northwest. It’s all talk radio—sports, politics, news of the day, and local stories. And by far, the biggest star in their stable of talent is Emma Cuthbert.

			“That’s where I know that name from,” I say. “I knew it sounded familiar.” 

			“Yeah, I wasn’t even thinking of her either—and Benjamin listens to that station religiously,” Astra nods. 

			Cuthbert is a superstar investigative reporter with a massive following. She’s gorgeous, intelligent, and is not afraid to speak her mind about any subject or take on any pol from either side of the aisle—and cut them down to shreds. 

			“She’s going to be emceeing the event,” Astra says. 

			“Not if she’s in protective custody already,” I reply. 

			I pull out my phone and call Jim Thompson of the Marshals Service and press the phone to my ear. He answers on the second ring. He’s a big, gregarious Texan and has always been great to work with. He’s easy-going about everything—except the job. When it comes to the job, Thompson is one of the most focused and intense people I’ve ever met. It’s something I appreciate about him. 

			“Thompson.”

			“Jim, it’s Blake Wilder,” I say. 

			“Hey, I was just fixin’ to call you,” he says. “We picked up Talbot and Wolcott and explained the situation to them. They’re down here at HQ with their feet up havin’ a pizza and enjoyin’ their little high school reunion.” 

			I shoot a look at Astra and feel my gut start to churn. “I notice you didn’t mention having Cuthbert with them.”

			“You’re damn good at your job, Wilder. Nothin’ gets by you,” he says. “We don’t have Miss Cuthbert in protective custody right now.”

			“And why not?”

			He chuckled softly. “She’s a lot like you, as it turns out. Fiery. Headstrong,” he says. “She turned down PC. Told my agents she knows her rights and knows we can’t compel her to come in. Said she’s not afraid and has a charity deal she has to be at.”

			I groan and run my fingers through my hair. “Great.”

			“She’s right. We can’t make her come in. All we can do is offer PC,” he says.

			“Yeah, I know,” I say. “I appreciate you scooping up the other two though. Appreciate all you’re doing to help, Jim.” 

			“Anytime, Blake. You just make sure you get this guy,” he says. 

			“We will. And thanks again,” I reply and disconnect the call.

			“Let me guess, she told the agents to go to hell,” Astra says.

			“Yeah, pretty much.” 

			“That’s very on-brand for her,” Astra says. “So? What now?”

			“Now? Now we go down to the Seger Center and pray we get lucky and find him in the crowd before he blows everything to kingdom come,” I say with a shrug. 

			“Well, at least we know where he’s going to be—in a general sense.”

			“At least we have that going for us,” I say, giving her a wry grin. “Let’s go see if we can find the needle in the haystack.”   
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			Seger Center; Downtown Seattle

			“Thanks for the call,” Lazenby says. “I talked to the locals. They’ve set up a two-block perimeter to keep everybody out and away from this place. It’s going to take a few to get everybody in the area pushed out though.”

			“Thanks for coming and thank you for coordinating the cordon,” I reply. 

			“No sweat,” he tells me. “Me and the boys are itchin’ to put this prick down.”

			“Hopefully it won’t come to that. I’d like to take him in peacefully if we can.”

			“If being the key word there,” he counters. “In my experience, guys like this prefer going out in a blaze of glory. Which we’re happy to provide for him free of charge.”

			I laugh softly to myself, not wanting to show Lazenby how disturbed I am by the ease with which he talks about killing another human being. I understand his anger and his frustration. But this entire situation is nuanced. Is Speaks doing terrible things? Yeah, absolutely. Does he have a good reason for going off the deep end? No, of course not. But the reason he did is understandable. Even sympathetic. He’s a man who suffers from a broken heart. The death of Amanda Taylor devastated him. 

			Rick was able to break into Speaks’ computer pretty easily. He apparently didn’t care to bother adding thick layers of security to his personal setup. Maybe it was because he’s a loner and nobody was ever in his place, or maybe he just didn’t care. Whatever the case, Rick was able to dig through it and found the treasure trove Astra had talked about. 

			Speaks keeps a private journal on his hard drive. Has for years and years. He wrote at length about what happened to Amanda and the injustice of it all. He wrote something just about every single day since her assault, much of it about her. It was more than obvious he’d been in love with her since they were kids, and just after she died, something inside of him seemed to snap. He lost touch with the world and with reality. He was consumed by his rage over her death, and that was reflected in his writings. 

			After she died, he wrote at length about vengeance and his desire to see justice done to those who’d killed her. He called it a slow-motion murder more than a few times in his writings. I can’t pretend to understand what he’s feeling. What was done to Amanda was horrific and evil on so many levels. And she was failed by our justice system in so many ways. But doing what he’s doing now makes Speaks every bit as wrong and evil as the Snowcrest Seven. I know he doesn’t see that. All he’s seeing is red these days. But it’s the truth of the matter. 

			“Excuse me?” a woman asks as she approaches us in a huff, her eyes settling on the SWAT Captain. “Are you the agent in charge out here?” 

			Lazenby gives me a grin and points at me. “No ma’am,” he says. “That would be SSA Wilder there. She’d be happy to answer any questions you have.” 

			I scowl at him as he and Astra step aside and the woman rounds on me. She’s close to six feet tall in her five-inch heels, with blonde hair done up in a bun and green eyes. She’s thin and is dressed smartly in a dark red pantsuit with a green blouse under the jacket—very Christmassy indeed. 

			“My name is Meredith Witt, and I’m the General Manager of KPNR,” she seethes. “I’m the coordinator for this charity event, and I’m being told that you are shutting the center down?” 

			“That’s right, ma’am,” I tell her, doing my best to sound official. “We have a credible bomb threat, and we cannot allow anybody into the building—”

			“Well, that’s just unacceptable. Our charity drive is one of our biggest events of the year. A lot of planning has gone into—”

			“Ms. Witt, I understand, but we have a serious situation here,” I tell her. “Now, you’re going to have to leave and get beyond the cordon line.”

			“I will not. I’m the General Manager—”

			“Yeah, I heard your title the first time you said it,” I snap. “General Manager or not, I’m in charge of this scene. And until the threat is neutralized, and we’re positive that it’s safe, nobody will be going into the Seger Center. Your event will have to wait.”

			“I want your superior’s name,” she huffs. 

			“You can speak with SAC Rosalinda Espinoza at the Seattle Field Office,” I tell her. “Now, get beyond the cordon, or I’m going to have to arrest you for disobeying a lawful order and interfering with an official investigation, and you can use your one phone call to complain to SAC Espinoza.” 

			Witt looks at me wide-eyed, her mouth hanging open. She’s obviously a woman who isn’t used to being given orders, and she doesn’t like it. I wave for one of the SPD patrolmen to come over, which seems to infuriate Witt even more. 

			“Officer, can you please escort Miss Witt beyond the cordon?” I ask. “And if she resists, please arrest her.” 

			“I’m going to have your job,” she sneers. 

			“Right now, I might be willing to give it to you.” 

			She curses and protests as the officer guides her away leaving me to shake my head at her sense of entitlement. Lazenby and Astra are chuckling to themselves and step closer to me.

			“Wow, Blake. Way to go all bad cop on her,” Astra whistles. “You savage.” 

			“I’m guessing you’re not going to be on her Christmas card list,” Lazenby adds. 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I brush them off.

			The bomb squad van rumbles in, and the techs all start climbing out. Half a dozen black SUVs roll in behind the truck, and more agents in their dark blue FBI windbreakers all pile out. The scene around the center is buzzing with activity as everybody starts getting set up. The problem is that the center is in a busy area of town. There are shops and restaurants all around the Seger, and those are all filled with people out doing their Christmas shopping or just out having a nice lunch.

			It’s going to take time to get everybody out of the area and to safety—even with all the backup that just arrived. Speaks is out there, blending in with the crowd right now. I know he is. I can feel him out there. He’s waiting and watching, probably hoping he’ll be able to stay invisible until we decide he’s not here and leave. I’m sure if that comes to pass, General Manager Witt will go forward with the event as planned—and Speaks will strike. 

			“Good. They’re finally here,” I say. “They’re going to sweep the center for explosive devices. And while they do that, we need to start looking for Speaks.”

			“You sure he didn’t bail?” Lazenby asks. “Maybe the activity here spooked him.”

			“It’s possible. But I know Cuthbert is still here somewhere,” I tell him. “He knows the walls are closing in, and this might be his only chance to get to her. No, he’s still here somewhere. I know it. We just need to find him.”

			“All right, I’ll post up a couple of snipers on rooftops. They’ll have a bird’s-eye view and might be able to spot him,” Lazenby says.

			“Good. That’s good. Thank you,” I tell him. 

			“If we spot him, what are the rules of engagement?” 

			“Unless he’s posing a direct threat to a civilian, hold off pulling the trigger,” I tell him. “Nobody fires without my say-so.” 

			“Roger that,” he replies. “But if he’s got a bomb on him, he poses a threat to all the civilians around him.” 

			“He’s right, Blake. I hate to say it, but it might be safer to eliminate Speaks as soon as they spot him,” Astra says.

			“And if he’s got his bomb on a dead man’s trigger?” I ask. 

			They both fall silent. They obviously hadn’t considered that possibility. Astra and Lazenby share a look then turn to me and nod.

			“That’s a good point,” Lazenby says. “We’ll only fire on your go.” 

			“Good. Thank you,” I nod. “All right, deploy your men. I have to go brief the new arrivals and start looking for Speaks. Also, make sure all your men have his photo.” 

			“Roger that,” he replies, then turns and heads off to update his team. 

			“He is out here, isn’t he?” Astra asks.

			I nod. “I’m sure of it.” 

			“Well . . . let’s go find him then.” 

			After I brief the platoon of agents that showed up to aid in the search and give them all the photo of Speaks, Astra and I split up and start looking ourselves. The locals are trying to herd all the people back beyond the cordon, but it’s not going real well. The problem is that we don’t have enough bodies out here to properly manage crowd control. Even between the agents who showed up, SWAT members, and the SPD patrolmen, we’re outnumbered three to one by people milling around the area. 

			It’s almost impossible to conduct a thorough search while also trying to push people back beyond the cordon. The threat of a bomb doesn’t seem to be scaring anybody. It’s having the opposite effect, actually. All around me I see people with their phones up, cameras rolling, hoping to get a shot of the Seger exploding. It just amazes me that people will put themselves in dangerous, possibly life-threatening situations, just for some internet clout. People care more about likes on their Instagram posts than about their own safety. The race for internet fame trumps all and encourages mass stupidity. 

			I round a corner and am scanning the faces among the throng of people, opting to leave crowd control to the SPD. Short of pulling my gun and firing into the air, there’s not much I can do to force them back to the cordon. I’m just passing a coffee house, looking at the people clustered around, all hoping to see an explosion bring the Seger down when my eyes land on a man with dark hair and a dark beard. He’s wearing a red hood, blue jeans, and has a blue hat pulled down low over his eyes. An electric charge of recognition sears my veins and sets my heart racing. 

			Forcing myself to keep calm, I walk on and take up a position about ten yards away. I lean against the potted tree next to a cluster of tables, trying to remain cool. Watching him from the corner of my eye, I pull my phone out of my pocket to text Astra. I don’t want to use my radio and tip him off that I’m with the Bureau. I want him to think I’m just another gawker waiting for the fireworks. 

				I do my best to type out my message slowly, casually, as if adrenaline isn’t surging through me right now.

				Me: I’ve got him.

				Me: East of the Seger in front of a coffee house called Sacred Grounds. Call Lazenby and send the cavalry.

			The next few seconds pass in agonizing slowness as I wait for her to reply. I stare at my phone intently, almost willing the reply to come and making sure to maintain sight of Speaks in my peripheral vision.

			Finally, it comes.

			Astra: On my way.

			I drop my phone into my pocket and casually glance at him—which is my first mistake. Our eyes meet, and he freezes as he looks at me. His eyes widen slightly, and he gets that unmistakable look on his face of the proverbial deer in headlights. I don’t know what it is about me, but there must be something that gives me away every stinking time. It’s like there’s a permanent neon sign over my head that says “FBI Agent Here” or something. 

			And then, without warning, he bolts from the table.

			“Dammit,” I mutter.
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			I’m on my feet in a split second, weaving and threading my way through the crowd. Speaks is just out of my reach, but he’s got enough of a head start on me that I can barely keep up. I can hear the muttered curses of shocked people as he barrels through them.

			“FBI, get out of the way!” I shout. “Get out of the way!” 

			People jump out of the way for me, and I see Speaks just up ahead of me. He’s not exceptionally quick or athletic, which works in my favor, and I’m closing the gap between us. Speaks seems to realize it because he ducks into a Bath and Body Works. I hear the screaming as I get close and have to thread my way through the crowd that’s streaming out the front doors. I feel like a salmon trying to swim upriver through the crush of bodies. 

			As I finally get into the store, I pull my weapon and find Speaks with his arm wrapped around the neck of a girl who can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. Her eyes are wide and tears are flowing down her cheeks freely. Her face is etched with fear as Speaks pulls her close to his body. He’s holding a thin, black cylinder, his thumb poised over the red button at the top. 

			“FBI, Mr. Speaks,” I announce. “Let’s just take a breath here.”

			“Get out of here. The device in my backpack is armed, agent,” he growls. “If you don’t go, swear I’ll push this button, and we all go boom.” 

			“This doesn’t need to go this way, Wilson,” I say. “Let’s just calm down and talk.”

			“There’s nothing to say.”

			“There’s a lot to say. I understand why you’re doing this. I know what happened to Amanda,” I tell him. “And I’m sorry.”

			That seems to give him pause, and I see the pain written across his face. His eyes shimmer with tears for a brief moment, but he growls and pulls the girl closer to him.

			“You’re going to let me walk out of here, agent,” he demands hotly. “If you truly understand why I’m doing this, you’re going to leave me to finish my work.”

			I swallow hard then stand up straight. Holding one hand with my palm facing him to show him I’m not a threat, I holster my weapon then show him my other palm. 

			“Let the girl go, Wilson. She’s not part of this,” I tell him. “I just want to talk to you.” 

			“There’s nothing to say.”

			“There is. Just let the girl go. She’s innocent, Wilson. She’s innocent like Amanda was,” I tell him. “You doing this to her is exactly what Booth, Talbot, and the others did to Amanda. They victimized an innocent girl, right? Isn’t that what you’re trying to avenge? What they did to an innocent girl?” 

			He pauses for a moment and seems to consider my words. But then he shakes his head.

			“If I let her go, you’ll shoot me,” he says. 

			“I don’t want to shoot you, Wilson. I put my gun away,” I tell him. “I just want to talk to you. I mean it. And hey, you still have the device. You can trigger it at any time. Let’s just talk. You and me. What do you say? Don’t hurt an innocent girl, Wilson.” 

			He hesitates, and I can see the debate on his face. He knows what I’m saying is right—he is victimizing an innocent girl. And he’s not so far gone that it’s not affecting him. It makes me think that deep down, Wilson Speaks is not a bad man. He’s not a good man, but he’s not doing this out of sheer cruelty. It’s twisted and demented, but what he’s doing is out of a sense of justice. Of wanting to take revenge on those who wronged his friend. It’s a horrific impulse, but it’s all too human. He’s just a man pushed to the brink who’s done some atrocious things. 

			Speaks finally makes a decision and pushes the girl away from him. She runs toward me, sobbing wildly, and I push her toward the door to keep her moving. I watch her go, then turn back to Speaks. He’s clutching his detonator tight, his jaw clenched and eyes narrowed as he looks at me. Sweat dots his brow, and he keeps licking his lips nervously. I know this situation is balanced on a razor’s edge, and one slip could be catastrophic. 

			“Wilson, I need to radio my team,” I tell him. “I need to tell them to back off. I want them to stay out so you and I can talk. Is that all right?”

			He brandishes the detonator in his hand. “This better not be a trick.”

			“It’s not a trick. I just don’t want them coming in here and making a hash out of this. I give you my word,” I say.

			He looks closely at me for a long moment before giving me a stiff nod. Moving slowly so I don’t spook him, I take the radio out of my pocket and key it open to speak. 

			“Alpha Two, Alpha Two, come in,” I say.

			“Go for Alpha Two,” Astra replies, her voice crackling and tinny.

			“Hold position. I repeat, hold position,” I say. “Do not approach. Say again, do not approach. Situation is in hand.” 

			There’s a long pause on the other end of the line, and I know she’s conferring with Lazenby. No doubt they’re looking for a way to end this without breaching the store. As long as they do that well away from this store, I’m fine with it. Having a backup plan isn’t a bad thing. But I’m hoping I can end this on my own without resorting to violence. I really don’t want Speaks getting hurt. Despite everything he’s done, I have some bit of sympathy for the man after all. 

			“Copy that, Alpha One. Alpha Two holding position,” Astra finally says. 

			I set my radio down on a display stand next to me. “See? It’s just us now, Wilson.”

			“What do you want?” 

			“I want to bring this to a peaceful end. Believe it or not, I don’t want you to get hurt.” 

			“Why do you care?” he snarls. 

			“Because I know what happened to Amanda. And I know how you felt about her,” I tell him honestly. “I can’t stand here and say I don’t understand why you’re doing this. I do. But you’re hurting innocent people, Wilson.”

			“I didn’t want to. That wasn’t my intention when I started this,” he says. “But I tried . . . it doesn’t matter anymore. But I want you to know that when I started this, hurting innocent people wasn’t my intent. I didn’t want that.”

			“I believe you, Wilson. So, why don’t you prove that to me by handing over the detonator? Walk out of here with me,” I implore him.

			Holding my hand out, I take a couple of steps toward him. I’m moving slowly to keep from startling him and show him I’m not a threat. Tears race down Speaks’ cheeks, and he shakes his head, an expression of absolute misery on his face.

			“It’s too late,” he whispers. “I’d rather be dead than spend the rest of my life in prison.”

			“Wilson, I’m no lawyer, but it’s entirely possible that with a good lawyer, you could plead insanity. God knows what you went through might support that. You could spend your time in a wellness facility rather than a prison. And who knows? Maybe one day they’d give you a clean bill of health and set you free.” 

			I know what I’m telling him is pure fantasy. When he walks out of here, he’s going to prison, and he’s never going to see the light of day again. I just hope I can get him to buy into the fantasy I’m selling. He’s a smart man, but he’s so emotionally wound up, I’m hoping he’s not thinking clearly. That’s pretty much my only hope at this point. But when he gives me a wry smile, I know my hope is an empty one. 

			“We both know I’m never walking free,” he says softly. “I assume there’s an army of cops and Bureau agents out there?” 

			I shrug. “Probably DHS, ATF, and every other alphabet agency you can think of.”

			He laughs softly. “I appreciate your honesty. At least about that,” he says. “But it’s time for you to go. I’m not going to prison, Agent.”

			“Wilson, don’t do this—”

			“I meant it when I said I’m not going to prison,” he interrupts. “I don’t want to take you with me, but I will if I have to. What’s one more body, right?” 

			“It’s one more innocent body, Wilson. Do you really think Amanda would approve of what you’re doing? Do you really believe she’d be proud of you right now?” 

			“Amanda’s dead, agent. She doesn’t have the capacity to approve of anything or be proud of what I’m doing. She’s gone. My actions are to make me feel better. To deliver the justice Amanda was denied when she was alive,” he explains. 

			He’s calm and rational. He’s lucid. And he’s resigned to dying. Speaks has already accepted it and maybe even welcomes it on some level. He’s going to kill himself if I do nothing—and take a city block with him. 

			“Go. You need to get out of here and push your team back at least five hundred yards,” he says. “I don’t want to hurt anybody I don’t have to. But make no mistake, agent, I will. I’m not going to get a chance to play out my own endgame, but I can at least go out on my own terms.” 

			The phone rings, startling us both and making us jump. But when Speaks turns to look, I strike without thinking about it. I grab hold of his hand and bend his thumb back awkwardly. Pushing hard, I hear a bone snap. Speaks’ howl of agony rings in my ears. I drive my other hand upward and connect with his wrist, sending the detonator flying. Wilson recovers quickly and drives his other fist square into my face—once, twice, three times. The eruption of pain is instant, and I see a bright flash as my head is rocked backward. I stumble back and go down hard on my backside, letting out a pained grunt. 

			The coppery taste of blood fills my mouth, and I feel the thick, viscous rivulet spilling down my face. Knowing I need to move or I’m going to die, I start to rise and feel the air driven from my lungs as Speaks’ foot connects with my midsection. I drop to my hands and knees, gasping for breath. He presses his advantage, grabs a handful of hair, and pulls my head back, driving his fist into my face again. 

			“Why’d you have to do that?” he gasps. “I was going to let you walk out of here. Why did you force me to kill you?” 

			My eyes sting with tears, and my vision is blurred with them, but I wipe them away, grimacing at the wheezing gasp coming from my mouth. I see Speaks turn away from me and know he’s heading for the detonator. 

			“Stop,” I croak. “Don’t do this, Wilson.”

			“Oh, it’s too late for that, agent.”

			I pull my weapon, and when he hears me chamber a round, he hesitates, then turns back to me. We stare at each other for a long moment. I’m wheezing and trembling as I try to suck in as much air as I can. But I’m steady enough to end this if Speaks forces me to.

			“Please,” I beg. “Don’t make me do this.” 

			“I’m going to pick up that detonator and blow us both to kingdom come,” he says. “You do what you have to do.” 

			“Please, Wilson. Don’t make me shoot you.”

			He looks at me for a long moment, a sad smile touching the corners of his mouth. My heart is thundering inside of me, and my stomach is churning so violently, I feel like I might throw up. Speaks squats down and picks up the detonator, his gaze never leaving mine. My eyes blur with tears, and I shake my head, my weapon trained on him. 

			“Please. . . .” I whisper. 

			He holds the detonator up in his good hand. “Three.”

			“Wilson, don’t.”

			“Two.”

			“Stop. Let’s talk about this.”

			“One—”

			I squeeze off three shots and watch his body spasm and jerk as each of them finds its mark. A spray of red bursts from his back as the bullets pass through him, and three crimson spots blossom on his chest. Speaks falls to his knees, his eyes still on mine. They hold no malice or anger toward me. They hold something I never expected to see—gratitude. Maybe he thinks he’s going to be with Amanda now and is thanking me for sending him to her. That’s what I want to believe . . . that he’ll be with the woman he loves now, and they’re both at peace.

			He falls forward, hitting the tile floor with a wet, meaty thud. Blood immediately begins to pool around him, and he’s still. A moment later, the sound of footsteps fills the room, and the next thing I know, I’m being hauled to my feet. 

			“Are you all right?” Astra asks.

			I nod. “Yeah. I’m fine.” 

			They turn Speaks over onto his back and take his pulse. “He’s gone,” somebody announces. Lazenby is standing there with Astra and me, and he gives me a wide smile.

			“Nice grouping. Three in his chest nice and tight. I like that,” he says. “You ever want a job in SWAT, I got a spot for you.” 

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” I mutter, offering him a weak, watery smile. Just about the last thing I want is to ever have to go through this again.

			As Astra leads me out of the store, I hear one of the bomb techs telling Lazenby the device wasn’t even armed. I sigh, feeling an unexpected wave of sadness wash over me. 

			“You did the best you could,” Astra says softly.

			“And it still wasn’t good enough.” 
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			SSA Blake Wilder’s Office, Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office 

			I’ve been sitting behind my desk blankly staring at the computer screen for hours now. The cursor blinks, and all I can do is sit there and watch it. Until OPR reviews the shooting and clears me, I’m stuck to my desk, forbidden from entering the field. It gives me the chance to catch up on some long overdue paperwork. In theory, anyway. I’m still trying to finish up my after-action report and can’t seem to come up with anything.

			For the last day and a half, I haven’t been able to get Wilson Speaks out of my head. I mean, I know he was a bad guy. He killed people. But his reasons for doing what he did were understandable to me. They were kind of relatable. I’d never take things that far, of course, but I understood the impulse. I get that need for vengeance and the desire to bring justice to an unjust situation. It makes sense to me, and though I will never condone what Speaks did, I can’t go so far as to call him an evil man. Others will surely disagree, but to me, he isn’t Ted Bundy. He isn’t Charles Manson. He didn’t commit acts of evil just because he could or just because he enjoyed doing them. 

			The fact that his bomb wasn’t even armed is what’s haunting me. My training tells me I did the right thing. That the shooting was good. I know the OPR team is going to come back with that finding. He forced me into a position where I had to shoot him. I couldn’t risk him pushing that button and leveling a city block, potentially killing even more people. I had no way of knowing whether it was armed. I had to pull that trigger. I want to say I did everything I could to keep from having to kill him, but in the aftermath of it all, I keep wondering . . . did I? Did I really? 

			Did I really do everything I could? Did I employ every tactic I knew to de-escalate the situation and not have to fire my weapon? My mind, my logic, and my training all tell me I did. But knowing in hindsight that his bomb wasn’t armed, that he was essentially committing suicide by cop, makes me question my actions. It makes me wonder if my shooting was as good and clean as I think—as OPR is sure to confirm. 

			What’s bothering me most is whether or not there were signs I missed. Whether there was something in what he said or any of his actions that I didn’t see that would have tipped me off to the fact that he wanted me to kill him. Speaks isn’t the first person I’ve shot in the line of duty. He’s not the first person I’ve killed. But he is the first person I’ve had such serious regret about. The first person who’s ever made me second-guess myself and my actions. 

			The door to my office opens, and Rosie comes in carrying a green file. She sits down in the chair in front of my desk and crosses her legs, setting the file down in her lap. She looks at me for a long moment, a companionable silence filling the room around us. 

			“How are you holding up?”  she asks. 

			I shrug. “Other than confirming the fact that I hate paperwork, I’m hanging in there.”

			She gives me a soft smile and leans forward, tossing the file onto my desk. I pick it up and sit back in my seat as I open it up. It’s the report from the OPR shoot team. 

			“They cleared you,” Rosie says. “They agree it was a good shoot. You’re reinstated to active fieldwork.”

			I give her a tight smile and nod then toss the file back down on my desk. “That’s great.” 

			“You don’t sound pleased.” 

			“I’m fine,” I say and tap my head. “I just keep going over everything in my head. Again and again. You know?”

			“What’s got you so bound up, kid?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			“Sure you do. Spit it out.”

			I sigh. “I guess it’s the fact that I . . .” I sigh. “I just feel bad. Speaks was lashing out because the justice system—people like you and me—failed him and his friend. So much suffering, all because the system covered it up. We covered it up.”

			“We didn’t do that,” she assures me.

			“I know. Not you and me. But we’re ‘The Man,’ right? We are the system. And the system completely failed. Speaks felt like he had no choice but to take what he considered to be justice into his own hands.”

			“That doesn’t justify all the innocent people he killed.”

			“I know that. But all of this could have been avoided had there been justice—real justice—for Amanda in the first place. It doesn’t justify his actions in any way, but I understand the motive. The anger. The desire for revenge.”

			She gives me a look that I know all too well. She’s connecting the dots to the case of my parents’ murder by the Thirteen. I myself was faced with taking revenge into my own hands not long ago, when I ran down Willem Mangold. I had him dead to rights.

			Would I have pulled the trigger? I don’t know. I wanted to. Some part of me needed to. But it was my baby sister Kit who pulled me back from that edge. She stopped me from giving in to my blind rage, and in doing so, she saved me.

			It’s one more reason I’m grateful to have her in my life, intermittent though it may be.

			“Anyway, there’s also the fact that I shot him because he was threatening to blow his bomb—and it turns out the device wasn’t even armed.” 

			“Blake, there was no way you could have known that. You’re not a psychic, and you don’t have X-ray vision. You can’t beat yourself up for something you couldn’t have possibly known,” Rosie tells me. 

			“Sure I can. I do it all the time. It’s like you don’t even know me,” I tease. 

			She grins. “You know what I mean. The man put you in an impossible situation,” she says. “There’s no way you could have known he was essentially committing suicide, Blake. You did what you had to do to protect yourself and the lives of others. You did good.” 

			“Good? I killed a man.”

			“You did what was necessary.” 

			“And yet, I still feel like trash.”

			“I want you to take a week off,” she says. 

			“I’d rather keep working.”

			“No. You need time off. Time to get your head straight,” she insists. “And sitting with a therapist is suggested in the OPR report. I’m making it mandatory. You need to sit with a therapist and talk this out.”

			“Mandatory?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” she replies. “Five sessions and your card signed off by your shrink before I let you through the door.” 

			“Rosie, come on.”

			“Am I going to need to deactivate your ID badge again? Because you know I will.” 

			I laugh softly. If she deactivates my ID, I can’t get through the security checkpoint at the front. It’s a trick she’s pulled on me a few times to keep me from working when she’s ordered me to take some time off. 

			“No, that won’t be necessary,” I say. 

			“You sure?” 

			“Positive.”

			She looks at me for a long moment. “I think I’m going to do it anyway just to keep you honest. Nothing personal.” 

			“You’re such a pain in the ass.”

			“Says the living definition of the phrase.” 

			We share a laugh and some of the tension that’s been gripping me eases. 

			“That’s fine,” I say. “I can do my paperwork from home.”

			“No. You need to unplug and get away from the job for a week,” she says. “Go to your appointments. Get your therapy in to satisfy the OPR requirement. Other than that, relax. Kick back. Put your feet up and enjoy yourself. Spend time with that fella of yours.”

			“Yeah, because relaxing is something I do well,” I mutter. “And he’s not my fella. We just hang out now and then.” 

			“Well, go do that then,” she replies. “The point is to let yourself unwind and get your mind off anything job-related for a while.”

			“Aye aye, ma’am,” I say and snap her a salute.

			“I also come bearing news—or at least, rumor for now. It will hopefully be news soon.”

			I arch an eyebrow at her. “Oh? What gossip do you bring?” 

			“I talked to a friend at ATF, and she told me Winslow is taking some real heat for getting the investigation wrong,” she tells me. “You nailing the bomber after he dismissed you the way he did—it isn’t sitting well with the new Director over there. Neither is the recording of him trying to coerce a suspect into a confession. You wouldn’t know how that made its way over to them, do you?”

			I shrug. “Not a clue.”

			She laughs and shakes her head. “Anyway, the ATF has a big black eye over the raids and roundups—and the protests, of course,” she tells me. “Their image and reputation took a big hit, so heads are starting to roll.”

			“Oh, yeah?” 

			She nods. “Winslow is the face of their failure, and he’s bearing the brunt of it. Word ‘round the campfire is that he’s being demoted and transferred.”

			“Please tell me it’s to Alaska.”

			“Near enough to it,” she replies. “South Dakota.” 

			I laugh and clap my hands, pleased to hear it. Nobody deserves to be sent to the middle of nowhere more than Winslow.

			“Yeah, from what I hear, he’s not taking it well. Wouldn’t surprise me to see him put in a few years over there to get his twenty then put his papers in,” Rosie says. 

			“Wow. It really is a Christmas miracle.”

			“Thought you might want a little holiday cheer before I kick you out and send you home,” Rosie tells me. 

			“That will definitely make my time away easier to bear.”

			“Thought so,” she replies. “Now, get out. Go at least pretend to have some fun. Who knows? You might have some by accident.” 

			I laugh. “I’ll do my best.” 

			“Merry Christmas, Blake. You enjoy your time off.”

			“Merry Christmas to you, too, Rosie.”

			She gets to her feet and gives me a warm smile before she turns and walks out. I sit back in my chair and laugh to myself. Winslow is finally getting his due. It’s a thought that warms me from the inside and probably will keep me smiling all through my temporary banishment from the field office. 

			With a smile on my face, I get to my feet, shut down my computer, grab my things, and head out of the shop, my mood vastly improved. Maybe Christmas won’t be so bad after all.  
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			Wilder Residence, The Emerald Pines Luxury Apartments; Downtown Seattle

			I drop my keys on the entryway table, close the door, then lock it and set the alarm. It’s been a wonderful day, but after spending Christmas day with Astra and Benjamin—as I promised her I would—I am worn out. Still, despite all my initial misgivings, I’m glad I went. It was nice to not be alone on Christmas for a change. 

			I kick off my shoes at the door, then step into the darkened living room and freeze. My heart drops into my stomach and starts to beat hard as adrenaline flows freely through my veins, setting my every nerve ending on fire. Something isn’t right. Somebody’s here. Instinctively, I reach for the gun that’s always on my hip, but it’s not there, and I feel the sharp pinprick of panic pierce my heart. 

			I jump when the light in the living room turns on with a sudden click. But when I see who’s sitting in the armchair, my fear ebbs and warmth fills my heart. 

			“You certainly know how to make a dramatic entrance,” I say. 

			She shrugs. “It’s a skill. I’ve been working on it.”

			Kit gets to her feet and throws herself into my arms, and I squeeze her tight. Gripping her shoulders, I look her in the eye, the smile on my face as wide as it’s ever been. 

			“How did you get in here?” I ask.

			She rolls her eyes. “Did you forget you gave me a key and your alarm codes the last time I came through?” 

			“Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry—I totally forgot,” I tell her.

			“I’ll forgive you. I’m sure you’ve had a lot on your plate and can’t remember trivial things like that.” 

			“I should though,” I tell her. “I’m just so glad to see you, Kit. I was getting so worried about you. I haven’t heard from you in weeks and—”

			“I know, I’m sorry,” she tells me. “I’ve had people on my tail, and things have been a little hairy lately.” 

			“What’s going on? Has something changed? Something happen?” 

			“If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say the Thirteen is reconstituting itself,” she says. “They’re the only people I can think of that I’ve pissed off enough to still be hunting me.” 

			“We need to do something about this, Kit.”

			“I agree. But until we know who we’re dealing with, it’s pointless to go after anybody. It’s like Whack-a-Mole. You bash one, and another one pops up,” she shrugs with a shake of her head. “I have a couple of lines out that may bear fruit. But we need to find out who the head of the Thirteen actually is. If we do that and take him out, we neuter the whole organization. It’ll make it easier to expose everybody we didn’t get last time.” 

			“And excise this tumor once and for all.”

			“Exactly.”

			“What can I do to help?” 

			“Well, right now, you can forget all about this business. I’m here to celebrate Christmas with my big sis.”

			I’m overwhelmed by a wave of emotion and tears of happiness well in my eyes. I sniff hard and wipe away the tears. 

			“I figured that we missed enough Christmases together,” she says. 

			“You’re taking a big risk by being here though.”

			“It’s a risk worth taking. Besides, I laid enough false trails that if anybody’s out there on my tail, they’ll be looking for me in Belgrade for the next few days.” 

			“Thank you, Kit. This means . . . everything. It means everything to me.” 

			“Hey, it means everything to me too.”

			She gives me another hug, then a grin, and dashes back to the spare room and comes back with a pile of gifts. She sets them down on the coffee table and turns to me. 

			“Merry Christmas, Blake.” 

			I look at the pile of neatly wrapped boxes and smile. “Be right back.” 

			I run to my room, get into my closet, and come out with the stack of gifts I’d picked up for my baby sister. Walking back to the living room, I set them down next to the stack she brought with her.

			“I wasn’t sure if I was going to see you or not, but I made sure to get you a few things just in case,” I say. “I like to be prepared.”

			“You’ve always been type A, my sister,” Kit laughs.

			“Yes. Yes, I have,” I reply. “And it comes in handy sometimes.” 

			“I suppose it does.”

			“Are you hungry?” I ask. “We can have some takeout brought in.”

			“Famished.” 

			“The only things open right now are the Chinese food places. That good with you?” 

			“I love Chinese food.”

			“Excellent.” 

			“I’m going to grab a quick shower if you don’t mind?” 

			“Mi casa es su casa,” I tell her. 

			As she takes a shower, I order up the food, then lay out some plates and crack a bottle of wine. After that, I put on a Christmas music playlist, feeling the holiday spirit all of a sudden. By the time Kit comes out, dressed and freshened up, the food’s already arrived, and I have it set out. She takes a seat, and we immediately tuck into our meals. 

			“You don’t know how good it feels to have a nice, hot shower. It’s downright decadent,” she says. 

			“Do you not shower often?”

			“Most of the places I stay don’t have a whole lot of hot water. I shower in cold water a lot of times,” she says with a laugh. “They’re built for convenience, not luxury. But you get used to it. I honestly don’t even think about it until I have a hot shower to remind me.” 

			I shake my head. “I’m so sorry you have to live that way, Kit.”

			“It’s a temporary inconvenience,” she tells me. “It’s not going to be forever.”

			“We need to crush the Thirteen once and for all. We need to bring you in out of the cold—and the cold water—for good.”

			She raises her wine glass. “I’m all for that.” 

			“So, you said you had some leads on who the head of the group is?” 

			“Yeah, but let’s not talk about it right now. Let’s just enjoy our first Christmas together in like twenty years,” she says.

			“That sounds good to me,” I reply.

			We talk as we eat, catching each other up on our lives. The conversation is fun and free-flowing, and though she lives a nomadic life on the run, Kit has a lot of good memories and fun stories to share. It’s not all horrible out there for her. As she speaks, though, I realize there’s a strange look in her eye. There’s something she’s holding back and not telling me. We haven’t gotten to spend a lot of time together over the last couple of decades, but I still know my baby sister well enough to know when she’s hiding something.

			But I don’t press her on it just yet. I want to enjoy our time together, as she suggested. And I’m going to trust her to tell me what it is that’s bothering her when she’s ready. After dinner, we take the bottle of wine and retire to the living room where we open our presents. She got me a lot of thoughtful things from overseas. There’s something from almost every country she’s been in since the last time I saw her. It seems as though despite the time apart, she still knows me well enough to know my tastes and what I like. 

			As the evening winds down and Kit starts to yawn a little more freely, I’m about to call it a night. She obviously went through hell to get back here to me and needs some sleep. Before I can suggest it, though, she turns to me, her expression suddenly sober. She reaches into a bag and pulls out a couple of small listening devices and hands them to me. 

			“What are these?” I ask.

			“These were planted in your apartment,” she tells me. “I swept it with my electronic bug-finder—call me paranoid. But I found both of these. They’re new generation tech. Very sensitive. No telling how long they’ve been planted in your place though.” 

			“Oh, that’s fantastic,” I groan. 

			“Yeah, you should probably be a little more diligent about your security given who’s on your butt, sis,” she says. “Especially with things feeling like they’re heating up.” 

			“Yeah. You’re right,” I say. “But at this point, it’s not clear who the person on my butt might be. Could be the Thirteen. But it could be Chinese Triads. Could be the Armenians. Could be the Ukrainians. Could be . . . a lot of other people out there who want me dead.” 

			“Wow. Your enemies list is growing,” she notes. “I see you’re still winning hearts and minds everywhere.”

			“It’s what I do best.” 

			She laughs. “Tomorrow we’ll install some internal security cams. Discreet pieces,” she says. “But it’ll let us know who’s getting into your place and how.” 

			“That’s what’s disturbing me the most—how are people getting in and out of my place?” I say. “I haven’t thought about it, but I need to figure it out.”

			“My guess is your building super is mixed up in all this somewhere.”

			“It’s possible. And that’s something I’m going to have to figure out.” 

			“I’m glad to have you here, Kit. This is the best Christmas I’ve had since we were kids.”

			Her smile is soft and sincere. “Same. And I’m glad to be here.”

			As she heads off to bed, I take the wine glasses into the kitchen and put them into the dishwasher. The discovery of the bugs in my place sent a chill through my body that hasn’t abated. And yet, given everything I’ve gone through in my life, it somehow feels almost normal. It’s a disturbing feeling. 

			I’m able to push all that aside, though, and for the first time since before my parents were murdered, I’m able to push everything else out of my mind and focus solely on the blessings of the day. It was an extraordinary day—first spending it with good friends, then getting to spend an unexpected evening with my baby sister. 

			It really is a Christmas miracle, and I couldn’t be more grateful for it. My heart, for the first time in a very long time, is full.    
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			The man sits near the fire in his social club, relaxing in one of the large, plush wingbacks with a glass of scotch in one hand and a cigarette in the other. The social club, all done in dark woods and deep green fabrics, has a quiet, staid atmosphere. It’s a place where a man can come for a drink and a conversation. That’s why he likes it as much as he does. With all the pressures of his life, he thinks it’s nice to have a place he can retreat to. 

			The man stares into the fire as if he can somehow discern the answers he seeks in the flickering flames. There are questions mounting, and the man has no idea how to go about answering them. Nothing has gone according to plan, and the Wilder sisters are proving to be far more formidable than he anticipated. He underestimated them several times over, and it has cost him. Dearly. It’s one of the most vexing, frustrating situations he’s ever dealt with. 

			The man frowns as Ellis Winslow drops into the chair across from him. He’s not a member of the social club, and the man doesn’t know how the disgraced ATF agent even got in. But then, Winslow has always been resourceful. It’s one of the reasons he’s suffered a fool like Ellis Winslow for as long as he has. But even he has proven to be a disappointment.

			“You let Wilder beat you,” the man starts. “Again.”

			Winslow scowls. “She got lucky.”

			“She adds to her growing legend every day, with every case she solves,” the man growls. “And you gave her yet another scalp, building her legend ever higher.”

			“She will fall—”

			“Not only did she add to her own legend, she destroyed your career in the process, ASAC Winslow—oh, wait. I suppose I can’t call you ASAC anymore, can I?” the man notes. “You’re just Agent Winslow of the Sioux Falls field office now, isn’t that right? 

			“It’s a temporary setback. I will be back.”

			“No, you won’t,” the man says. “You’re done, Winslow. You’re not coming back from this. There are only so many strings I can pull for you.” 

			“Give me a chance, sir,” Winslow pleads.

			“You’ve had a chance. Several of them, in fact,” he replies. “And you’ve failed me time and time again.”  

			“Please, sir.”

			The man takes a swallow of his scotch, then a drag from his cigarette. 

			“You made the fatal mistake of underestimating Wilder. It’s not the first time that’s happened now, is it, Agent Winslow?”

			Winslow bristles at the use of his new title but manages to remain composed. He covers his irritation by taking a drink of his scotch. The man knew Winslow wanted to curse him but refrained. The man was impressed that he’d learned some measure of self-control.

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Agent Winslow,” the man says. “I, too, have underestimated the Wilder sisters on multiple occasions. They are smarter and far more resourceful than even I anticipated. I, too, have been left with egg on my face a couple of times.” 

			“So . . . you understand then. You’ll let me keep working? You’ll give me a chance to get it right and redeem myself?”

			The man drains the last of his glass and sets it down then takes another drag from his cigarette. He blows a column of smoke toward the ceiling and stubs his cigarette in the ashtray. He gets to his feet and looks down at the disgraced ATF agent.

			“Chaos is coming, Agent Winslow. I am going to turn Blake Wilder’s life upside down,” he said. “And there will eventually be a part for you to play in it all. Be patient and keep your head down. Do your job and don’t draw any undue attention to yourself. And for the love of all things holy, don’t screw up any more cases. Trust me, Agent Winslow, nobody needs a win more than you do right now. The Director is looking for any excuse to send you packing. Sioux Falls is your final chance.”

			“I’m aware of that, sir. And I won’t let you down.” 

			“See that you don’t,” the man says. “As I said, chaos is coming, and you don’t want to find yourself caught up in it.” 

			The man turns and walks away, silently vowing to himself that not only will he never underestimate the Wilder sisters again, but that he will bring about their end. He silently vows that he will burn their worlds to the ground. 

			His wrath will be biblical. 
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			I hope you enjoyed A Time to Die, book 10 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series. My intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book.

			Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously. I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques. So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two.This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

			Also, don’t forget to check out The Woman Behind the Door, book three in the Olivia Knight series.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friend,
Elle Gray

			P.S. I’m working hard and there’s more Blake and Olivia to come :)
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