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			The Cosmopolitan of Las Vegas, Room 5102; Las Vegas, NV

			“Good God, will you shut that thing off?” Natalia groaned.

			Thankful for the blackout curtains that blotted out the light, Kimbra Powers rolled over and silenced the alarm on her phone—something she’d meant to do last night. But after imbibing far too many drinks while bouncing between the Tao and XS nightclubs, she’d simply forgotten to turn it off. God only knew why she’d set it in the first place. She didn’t have any shoots lined up, didn’t have any appointments to keep, and she wasn’t going to see her dad until later that night. Until then, it was all about recovering from last night’s festivities. 

			It was the first time they’d both been in town together in a long while, so she and Natalia had planned a night out. They’d booked a room at The Cosmo and then made sure to Uber everywhere. They’d planned responsibly and safely to avoid finding themselves in a bad situation with men who might try to take advantage of the situation—or with cops who wouldn’t look too kindly on them driving while impaired. When planning their night out, Kimbra knew they needed to be smart about everything. 

			“Sorry, Nat,” she muttered. 

			Kimbra sank back against the pillows and closed her eyes again, thankful for the cool darkness of the room. In her condition, where everything from her hair follicles to her toenails seemed to cry out in agony, she was certain the morning sunlight would have made her head explode. They might have overdone it last night. Just a wee bit. But in their defense, Kimbra had just gotten back from a photo shoot in Milan, and Natalia had been in Rio for the last month working on an ad campaign for a line of swimwear. They deserved to cut loose.

			They’d both started modeling when they turned eighteen, and their careers were beginning to build some momentum. They were often jetting off to exotic locations for shoots, and it seemed they were rarely home at the same time anymore. Kimbra wasn’t a household name or anything, but she had dreams of being the next Bella Hadid or Kendall Jenner. She also had bigger plans beyond modeling. She wanted to be a fitness guru. Have her own fashion line. Have a skin care and cosmetics line. She even thought she might enjoy acting. 

			But to get there and be an influencer like that, she was going to have to put in the work and get her name out there. Which meant an oftentimes grueling travel schedule and sometimes being away from home for long stretches of time. It meant living out of a suitcase and a never-ending parade of hotel rooms. Granted, they were very nice hotel rooms—the companies she modeled for didn’t skimp on the creature comforts—but they were hotel rooms, nonetheless. 

			It was funny though. Kimbra remembered a time when she’d dreamed of nothing more than getting out of Las Vegas. Growing up, she hated living in Sin City. Hated living in one of the biggest tourist meccas and playgrounds for the rich and the deviants of the world. And given who her father was, she’d been exposed to plenty of both. By the time she was ten, she’d come up with her exit strategy. Kimbra hated the heat and the crowds of people. But most of all, she hated living in the enormous shadow cast by her father. 

			It was strange how time, life, and perspective changed things though. How they changed everything. Nowadays, she was on the road so often that she wanted nothing more than to come home to familiar comforts and the things she knew. To sleep in her own bed. And to even have lunch with her father. Their relationship had gotten much better after her mother died and as she got older. And even though the shadow he cast was far bigger and darker now than it had ever been, Kimbra found she didn’t mind it as much. 

			She had just started to drift off again when the shrill ringing of her phone pulled her right back to consciousness again. 

			“Dammit,” Kimbra muttered.

			She quickly sent the call to voicemail and glanced over at Natalia, glad to see she’d slept through it. Kimbra had just rolled over when her phone began to bleat again. She bit back the scream of frustration that nearly burst from her throat as she rolled back over and snatched her phone off the nightstand.

			“Turn that damn thing off, Kimbra!” Natalia grumbled. 

			“Sorry. Sorry.” 

			Kimbra turned her phone off completely and dropped it back onto the nightstand. She lay back down only to have the room phone start ringing a minute later. A frustrated scream erupted from the other bed as Natalia sat up and looked at her. Kimbra moaned as she rolled over and grabbed the phone. Worry flashed through her as she picked it up. Her first thought was that it was her father—or that something happened to her father. Somebody was trying really hard to get ahold of her.

			“Yeah. Hello?” she said into the phone. 

			“I’m terribly sorry to bother you, Ms. Powers, but this is Anna at the front desk,” came the woman’s voice on the other end of the line. “She says she needs to speak with you. She says it’s a very urgent matter. Would it be all right if I put her through?”

			Kimbra muttered to herself. She didn’t want to talk to anybody. But she sat up in bed, a current of concern flowing through her veins. Somebody seemed desperate to get in touch with her, and worry overwhelmed her as she imagined a hundred different scenarios, each one worse than the last. She ran a hand through her short blonde hair. 

			“Yeah, that’s fine. Go ahead,” she said.

			“Very good. I’ll connect you now.” 

			“Who are you talking to?” Natalia groaned.

			“I don’t know yet,” Kimbra replied. “Somebody needs to talk to me. I’m worried that something happened to my dad or something.” 

			Natalia sat up and looked at her with an expression of worry that matched her own. There was a click on the line, and then she heard a slight hiss and the sound of cars in the background. 

			“Hi. Is this Kimbra Powers?” asked a woman’s unfamiliar voice. 

			“Yes. And who is this?” 

			“Oh, thank God. Hi. I’m sorry to bother you,” she said. “My name is Casey—”

			“I’m sorry, do I know you?” 

			“No, you don’t know—”

			“Has something happened to my father?” 

			“Oh no. Nothing like that,” Casey replied with a nervous chuckle. “No, we must have crossed paths at XS last night because you ended up with my purse and I’ve got yours.” 

			Kimbra looked at the phone in her hand for a moment, then anger and exhaustion combined with the wicked hangover she was suffering from brought her to total infuriation. 

			“Seriously? You’ve been blowing me up all morning because you think I have your purse?” she growled. “You woke me up for this?” 

			“You do have my purse,” Casey insisted, irritation in her tone. “How do you think I know who you are and where you’re staying? I’m looking at your ID and your reservation sheet for the Cosmopolitan, dummy. You’re twenty-three. You’ve got blonde hair in a pixie cut, green eyes, you’re five-foot-nine—” 

			“All right, all right. Fine. You have my bag,” Kimbra groused. “Couldn’t this have waited until later in the day?”

			“It’s after ten,” she replied. 

			“It was a late night.” 

			“Listen, I need my bag. I wouldn’t have bothered you before noon if it weren’t important—” Casey pressed, “—if it weren’t critical I get it back. I swear it’ll be fast. Just meet me, we can make the swap, and then you can go back and get some more sleep. Please. I really need my bag back in the worst way possible. Please. Help me out.” 

			Kimbra growled to herself and punched the bed. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and got to her feet. She walked over to the table where she’d tossed her jacket and her bag and immediately groaned. In the dim lighting and frenzied atmosphere of XS, it wasn’t surprising that she’d gotten it mixed up. It was similar. Sort of. But there in her room, without all the drinks, the strobe lights, laser beams, and general chaos of the club, Kimber could see that by the ambient light in her room that it wasn’t that close. Kimber’s bag was a black Chanel. This was a black knockoff the girl had probably gotten from a street vendor or a flea market. 

			“Please,” the girl on the phone pressed. “It’s really important.” 

			“Fine,” Kimber sighed.

			“Great. I really appreciate you doing this. Like, a lot,” she said. “Can you meet me at Desert Beans, and we can make the switch there?” 

			“Yeah. I’ll be there in twenty.”

			“Great. Thank you so much. I appr—”

			Kimbra hung up the phone and rolled her eyes. Natalia was sitting on the other bed looking at her with raised eyebrows.

			“What’s up?” she finally asked. 

			As she pulled on some yoga pants and a T-shirt, she filled Natalia in. Natalia wandered over to the table, picked up the purse, opened it, and whistled.

			“What is it?” Kimbra asked. 

			Natalia took out two thick stacks of bundled hundred-dollar bills and showed them to Kimbra, who gaped at them for a minute. 

			“Jesus, who is this girl? Drug dealer?” Kimbra wondered. “Who has that kind of money in a cheap, knockoff, wannabe Chanel purse?” 

			“I’m thinking stripper.” 

			“That’s a better chunk of change than all the strippers I know,” Kimbra pointed out.

			“Escort then,” Natalia offered. “Never heard of a john who pays in cash these days though. It’s all Bitcoin now.”

			Kimbra laughed. “Maybe.” 

			Natalia stuffed the stacks of cash back into the purse, dropped it back onto the table, and started to get dressed.

			“You don’t have to come with me, Nat,” Kimbra said. “You can stay here and get some sleep. I’ll be back in a bit.” 

			“Come on now,” she replied with a mischievous grin. “I gotta see how this ends.”

			“Seriously, it’s okay if you just want to get some sleep.”

			Natalia scoffed. “We’ll sleep later.” 

			Kimbra laughed and ordered an Uber as Natalia got dressed. When they were ready, they grabbed their things, made sure they had sunglasses, and headed out to catch their ride. The car was waiting in front of the hotel, so they hopped in and took the ten-minute drive to the coffee house to meet Casey.

			They arrived and walked into the place. It was about half full of people who looked as wrung out as Kimbra felt. The shop was done in light desert colors with plenty of seating. To the left was the drink counter, and to the right was a long, waist-high shelf with all the necessary accouterments for dressing your coffee or tea. The large plate glass windows that lined the front of the shop were all dark, smoked glass that kept the interior dim while the air conditioning kept it cool. Alternative music played quietly from speakers mounted discreetly around the shop, and the walls were lined with framed posters of music festivals. The entire place had a strong indie vibe that Kimbra had always liked. 

			“Kimbra Powers?”

			She and Natalia turned around to find a girl of about nineteen or twenty standing behind them. She had silky, sandy blonde hair that spilled over her shoulders, green eyes that sparkled like polished emeralds, a milky white complexion, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Kimbra thought the girl was pretty, if a little plain, but she was only a couple of inches shorter than her own five-nine frame, and she was curvy with a full bust and hips. 

			“Casey?” Kimbra replied. 

			The girl nodded. “Thank you so much for coming. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you doing this.”

			“It’s not a problem.” 

			They switched bags, and as Casey started to dig through her purse, Kimbra and Natalia exchanged a glance and a mischievous grin. Kimbra could practically read her best friend’s mind. Casey had that young and wholesome, girl-next-door look men enjoyed, which would probably earn her a pretty penny as an escort. That, of course, would explain the stacks of hundreds in her purse, since she didn’t exactly look like a drug dealer.

			“Umm…” Casey started.

			“What’s wrong?” Kimbra asked. 

			“I’m missing a necklace. The clasp on it broke, so I put the necklace in my bag for safe keeping,” she said and looked up. “Did you two happen to go through my bag?” 

			“No, I didn’t go through it,” Kimbra said curtly. “I could see right away when you called that it wasn’t my purse. Mine isn’t a knockoff.” 

			Casey’s expression darkened, and she took a moment, but finally looked up and gave Kimbra an icy smile.

			“Well, not all of us have fathers who own half of Las Vegas. But we do what we can to get by,” she said. “It also makes that necklace that much more important to me since it was my mother who gave it to me. Now, did you take it?” 

			Kimbra’s smile was just as cold. “I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say that if I didn’t steal your bag, I have no interest in what was inside of it.” 

			“Then where is it?” Casey pressed. “It was in there last night.”

			Kimbra glanced at Natalia, recalling that her friend had gone through the bag while she was dressing. It might have fallen out.

			“We can go check our room. It might have fallen out when we got in last night. I remember tossing the bag around a bit,” Kimbra said grudgingly. “We were pretty… out of it.” 

			Casey looked at them for a moment; the anger drained from her face, and she gave them a tired smile. The tension that had filled the air faded.  

			“Um. Yeah, I feel that,” she said. “So, would you mind if we go back and check your room? I’m sorry to ask. It’s just that… it does mean a lot to me.” 

			Kimbra looked down at the ground for a moment but then nodded. The best way to get rid of Casey and get back to sleep was to give her what she wanted. 

			“Yeah, sure,” Kimbra said. “We’ll just call an Uber—” 

			“Oh, no, that’s all right. I’ll drive you back to the Cosmo,” Casey insisted. “It’ll be quicker that way, and you two can get back to sleep. You look beat.” 

			Kimbra nodded again. “That would be great.” 

			They walked out of the coffee house and around to the parking lot in the back. Kimbra exchanged a look of surprise and a raised eyebrow with Natalia when Casey opened the door to a silver and black Mercedes Maybach. Kimbra knew from a photoshoot she’d done a year ago or so that the Maybachs retailed for nearly two hundred grand. She had no idea how a girl carrying a knockoff Chanel purse not only had stacks of cash but also a car as expensive as that. 

			“Nice car,” Kimbra remarked. 

			“Thanks,” Casey replied but offered no other explanation. 

			Kimbra and Natalia piled into the backseat as Casey slid behind the wheel. She started the engine, and the car glided out of the parking lot. The ride was so smooth and the engine so quiet, it felt like they were riding on a current of air. She and Natalia looked at each other, trying their best to stifle their giggles, which they somehow managed. Kimbra looked down at her phone and then raised her gaze. 

			“Hey, the Cosmo is in the other direction,” she said.

			“I know,” Casey said. 

			“Where are you going?” 

			“Just have to make a quick stop,” she replied. 

			“Look, I—”

			“It’ll be fast. Don’t sweat it.” 

			A cold chill rushed up Kimbra’s spine. Something felt wrong. A quick glance at Natalia told Kimbra she was thinking the same thing. She tried the door handle, but it was locked. When she pressed the unlock button, she found that it had been disabled. Her heart stuttered in her chest, and her stomach churned. Natalia latched onto her arm, her fingers digging into Kimbra’s skin so tight it was painful. 

			“Look, let us out,” Kimbra said, doing her best to sound confident. “I don’t know what your deal is, but we don’t want any part of it.” 

			Casey said nothing and kept driving. Kimbra opened her purse and dug around inside for the stun gun she always kept in there for emergencies. 

			“Yeah, sorry,” Casey finally said. “I removed the stun gun you’re looking for.” 

			“Why, you little—”

			Kimbra tried to lunge forward toward Casey, but Casey shoved her away with a surprisingly strong hand. From out of nowhere, she produced a gun—not a stun gun, but a real one—and pointed it back at the two of them. 

			“Stop. Don’t come any closer.”

			Kimbra froze for a second, then turned to Natalia, her eyes wide, fear-fueled adrenaline flowing through her veins. Natalia’s eyes were shimmering with tears, her cheeks were wet with them, and she looked every bit as terrified as Kimbra felt. 

			“You’re going to be sorry if you don’t let us out of this damn car,” Kimbra growled. “You know who my father is—” 

			“Your daddy isn’t going to be able to help you,” Casey cut her off, her voice cold. 

			She turned the car into a parking lot and drove around the back of what looked like an abandoned warehouse, still holding the gun at them. As they passed the building, Kimbra noticed that the walls were all cracked, the paint was peeling, and all the windows had been broken out. 

			“What in the hell is this?” she demanded.

			Casey stopped the car in a rear lot that was completely hidden from the street out front. And behind it was an endless expanse of desert. Without a word, she got out of the car and shut the door. Kimbra and Natalia both immediately started yanking on their door handles, desperately trying to open them. They were still locked, and the unlock button was still disabled. 

			A black SUV pulled into the lot and parked alongside the Maybach. But Kimbra was looking at the passenger side of the SUV and couldn’t see the driver getting out. 

			“What’s happening, Kimbra?” 

			She shook her head. “I don’t know. Just don’t panic, Nat. It’s going to be all right.” 

			“You don’t know that.” 

			Kimbra swallowed hard. Her platitudes rang especially hollow in her ears because she didn’t know that things were going to be all right. In fact, based on how this morning had gone, she had a sinking feeling that they wouldn’t. Kimbra watched as a large man in aviator shades came around the front of the SUV and approached the Maybach.

			He was easily six-three, had broad shoulders, and was built like an NFL linebacker. His dark hair was cut short, he had a stylish goatee, and he was dressed in what she instantly recognized as a nicely tailored, designer suit. Kimbra immediately thought he was part of some organized crime family. Or maybe she’d just watched too much television.

			The man turned and watched as the SUV, obviously being driven by Casey, pulled out of the lot and disappeared around to the front of the building. Only then did he turn and open the driver’s side door of the Mercedes. The car dipped as he got in and closed the door behind him. Kimbra and Natalia huddled together, holding each other’s hands. Kimbra was doing her best to be strong for her friend, but her fear was beginning to overwhelm her. 

			The new driver adjusted the mirrors, not saying a word to them as he settled into the seat. The silence was somehow more ominous. Finally, he turned around, and Kimbra was staring at herself in the mirrored reflection of his shades. He gave them a smile that was colder than ice and looked far from friendly. 

			“Afternoon, ladies,” he said, his voice deep and gravelly. “I’m going to be your driver for the day, so sit back, and let’s not have any undue fuss, huh?” 

			“L—let us out,” Kimbra stammered. But even as she said it, all the fight was leaving her, replaced by the cold shadow of fear. 

			He gave her that cold, reptilian smile again. “Buckle up, ladies. After all, I believe in safety first.” 

			A long, loud scream burst from Kimbra’s throat, filling the cabin of the car. The man just laughed, though, as he turned back around, started the car, then drove out of the lot. And all Kimbra could do was huddle closely with Natalia and watch the city pass them by.  
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			Maclaren Auditorium, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“There is no question the Seattle Field Office—that the Bureau as a whole—has had our fair share of challenges and some trying times recently,” Paul Holland, the Director of the FBI, intones solemnly. “But the leadership here in Seattle—and I’m not referring to former ADIC, Maximillian Stone…” 

			Nervous laughter ripples throughout the auditorium, and all I can think as I sit here is, “too soon.” I’m sitting on a dais at the front of the auditorium with my team to my left and my boss, Bomani Ayad, to my right. I glance at Ayad, and he offers me an encouraging smile. He seems to be pretty comfortable basking in the limelight and soaking in the praise he’s earned. And to be perfectly fair, he has earned it. I won’t begrudge him the spoils of victory. To be honest, though, with the eyes of everybody in the auditorium on me, I’m feeling pretty shaky right about now. This damn dais is the last place I want to be.

			But in the wake of the biggest scandal in history to rock not just the Bureau but also the entire US government, all the big shots decided that we needed some good press. That we needed to pat ourselves on the back. We needed to start trying to put some lipstick on this big, fat pig. The Bureau has had some very public missteps, and we’ve shot ourselves in the foot more than once in recent years. So, the powers that be thought it would be a good idea to trumpet the major victory we just scored.

			With the arrest of two sitting US Senators, two federal judges, a four-star Marine Corps general, four powerful and influential DC lobbyists, three officials in the President’s Cabinet, and, of course, former ADIC Maximillian Stone, the power of the Thirteen was broken and democracy was saved. For good. Or at least, for now. They say that nature abhors a vacuum, so I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before somebody—or another nefarious organization—steps into the breach with designs on running the world. 

			Until then, though, we can go back to hunting garden variety sociopaths and murderers rather than trying to unravel conspiracies within the government. Well, once we’re finished with this dog and pony show anyway. When Ayad first told me there was going to be a major awards ceremony and he and I would be getting a medal for our efforts in dismantling the Thirteen, I balked. I refused to be Director Holland’s show pony unless my team was recognized alongside me—without them, I can’t do what I do. I’m only as good as my team makes me. And if I wasn’t going to play ball, the Director couldn’t take his victory lap. 

			Logic—and my conscience—said that if the Director believed I deserved a commendation and a medal for the work I’ve done, then my team did, too, since they worked just as hard and took all the same risks that I did. Ayad agreed with me. And to his credit, he fought hard to make it happen. Eventually, the powers that be caved in, and we’re all getting a medal to pin on our chest or whatever you do with them. But honestly, it shouldn’t have been as hard as it was to get the commendations for my team.

			So, here we are. All cleaned up and pretty, sitting on the dais in our Sunday best with the entire field office as well as some dignitaries from DC—as well as a large contingent of local and national press—sitting in the audience as Holland drones on, staring at us like we’re a bunch of butterflies pinned to a board in biology class. 

			“I could use a drink right about now,” Astra whispers to me. 

			“I could use ten,” I whisper back.

			“The Emerald later?” 

			“Oh, most definitely.”

			I’ve never been comfortable in the spotlight, and right now, I feel like the brightest one I’ve ever seen is focused squarely on me. And because of that, the anxiety rampaging through my body feels like it’s been dialed up to eleven. I don’t do this job for medals or commendations. I don’t do it for recognition or fame. I do it because it gives me the chance to do what I do best—use my knowledge of the criminal mind to take the bad guys off the streets. It gives me the chance to make the world a little bit safer.

			“So, it is with that sense of purpose and mission, duty and patriotism, in mind that today, we recognize several of our own who have gone above and beyond in their duty to the Bureau and to this country,” Holland says. “Because of the extraordinary efforts of these individuals on the dais with me today, a vile force of corruption and evil has been rooted out of our government and its institutions. Their dogged determination and relentless drive—that purpose of mission and duty—have made this country a safer place.”

			I look down the line at my team and feel nothing but an immense swell of pride in my chest. They deserve the recognition. The work they do keeps people safe. It keeps this country safe. And never once has any of them ever asked what’s in it for them. They do it because the work we do is good, and they do it for all the right reasons.

			“As I call your name, please stand and be recognized,” Director Holland calls, his deep voice resonating around the auditorium. “For their exemplary actions in helping to take down an international criminal organization, the Bureau is bestowing the FBI Shield of Bravery upon agents Astra Russo, Maureen Weissman, Lucas Okamura, and technical analysts Rick Scanlon and Nina Alvarado.”  

			As my team gets to their feet, the audience applauds politely. Director Holland moves down the line, handing them their awards, shaking their hands, and posing for a picture with each of them. When he’s done, he returns to the podium and takes a quick drink from his water bottle. 

			“I’m sure most of you know SSA Blake Wilder,” Director Holland starts again. 

			I can practically hear some of the people in the audience straining to keep from groaning. I’m not the most popular girl in class. But, whatever. I don’t do what I do for friends any more than I do it for awards and commendations. 

			“What you may not know about SSA Wilder is that she consistently goes above and beyond to fulfill her oath to defend this country from threats both foreign and domestic,” he goes on. “She has sacrificed much to perform her duties and has put herself at grave risk more times in the last year than most of us have in the course of our careers.” 

			Astra subtly elbows me in the side and gives me a wink, and I have to physically keep myself from rolling my eyes. It all just seems a little over the top to me. 

			“It is for her courage and her sacrifice that I am honored to bestow upon SSA Wilder the Bureau’s highest awards for service—the FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement.” 

			Astra smiles wide as I get to my feet with a quiet groan. The audience again applauds politely as my team goes wild with their cheering and whistling. Just like a college graduation, Director Holland hands me the award and shakes my hand, then poses for a picture. 

			“This country and the FBI itself owe you a debt, SSA Wilder,” he says. “I won’t forget what you’ve done. I see a bright future ahead for you.”

			“I appreciate that, Director. But without my team, we wouldn’t be having this ceremony right now,” I reply. “They’re the engine that makes the car go.”

			Holland is a large man—six-three at least. He’s got an iron-gray crew cut, blue eyes, and the no-nonsense mentality that undoubtedly made him an effective leader in the Corps. He’s an imposing man with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and hands so large that mine are almost lost in his grip. But having spent a little time with him the last couple of days, I’ve found that when he’s not immersed in all the political intrigues that come along with his office, he’s a very kind and sincere man. He’s straightforward and blunt, and he’ll always tell you what’s on his mind. He’s never arbitrarily cruel and seems to genuinely care about others. Of course, I thought the same thing about Maximillian Stone, and we all know how that turned out.

			“I’ll admit, I’ve been skeptical in the past about your approach. Analytics and statistics. But you’ve opened my eyes to the effectiveness of what you do, SSA Wilder. And more than that—you’re loyal. You are willing to go to the mat for your team. You recognize others and put them before yourself,” he says. “I like that. I respect that, SSA Wilder. That’s the kind of leadership material I want in my Bureau.”  

			I offer him a small smile. “I appreciate that, Director. But I’m perfectly content here doing what I’m doing. This is where I think I make the biggest impact and do the most good.”

			“I can respect that,” he replies. “I’m just saying, don’t close the door on your future. Just think about all the good you can do if you’re the one calling the shots.” 

			He leaves me standing there with that and returns to the podium. I stare at him for a moment, processing what he just said. If I’m not mistaken, he just intimated that he’s got his eye on me for higher command. Perhaps even the Directorship itself someday. Astra and my old SAC, Rosie Espinoza, have mentioned the idea of me becoming the first female Director of the FBI before, but it’s always been easy to blow off. Hearing the actual Director himself hint at it, though, is a different animal altogether. 

			That said, even if Director Holland is eyeing me for higher command, I’m not sure it’s something I want to do. Playing politics has never been something I’m good at. I can’t play those games to save my life, and to survive in those waters at the top of the food chain, you have to be able to navigate the pitfalls and sinkholes. I’m a smart, capable woman, but I’ve never had those skills in my toolbox.

			Holland clears his throat and looks out at the audience again. “Last night, we held a private ceremony where both Unit Chief Bomani Ayad and United States Senator Kathryn Hedlund were both awarded the FBI Medal of Meritorious Achievement for their roles in helping to dismantle the domestic terror organization known as the Thirteen. Now, for national security reasons, I can’t tell you much more about them other than former ADIC Maximillian Stone was the head of this organization. But SSA Wilder and her team joined forces with Chief Ayad and Senator Hedlund to save countless lives by rolling them up,” he goes on. “Chief Ayad displayed tremendous heart, savvy, and leadership in helping guide this investigation to its successful conclusion. And it is for those reasons—and more—that it gives me great pleasure to announce that Chief Ayad will now be Special Agent in Charge Ayad. As the new SAC, he will be taking over the day-to-day operations of the Seattle Field Office, and you will all be reporting to him now.” 

			As the audience begins to applaud enthusiastically, I look over at Ayad, shocked by the announcement. I hadn’t caught wind of this, and he certainly didn’t mention anything to me about it. I mean, it’s not like he owes me an explanation or an accounting of his job status, but we’ve been getting along a lot better recently, so I figured he would have at least mentioned as big of a shift in the FO power structure as this. I am surprised he didn’t at least mention that I’ll be getting a new boss. I’d have liked to be given a little input into the matter.

			As if sensing my shock, Ayad gives me a tight smile as he gets to his feet and steps to the podium. He raises his hand to quiet the applause. The noise slowly tapers off as he adjusts the microphone and begins giving his remarks. He’s well respected in the FO, has a lot of support, and can maneuver around the political landscape like a pro, so I’m sure he’s going to do well in his new position. I knew they’d be bringing somebody in to replace Stone; I just never expected it to be Ayad. 

			With the landscape of the field office shifting beneath my feet, though, I’m left wondering what this means for me and my team moving forward. 
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			Office of SAC Bomani Ayad, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			The air in Ayad’s new office still smells heavily of paint, and there are boxes everywhere. Other than his desk and the single bookcase from his old office, no other furniture has been moved in yet. Ayad is in the process of moving into what had been former ADIC Stone’s old office, which includes a complete painting and redecoration. It’s organized chaos. Aside from his desk, the only thing he’s put together so far is the bookcase that stands against the wall near the door. And the only thing on the bookcase so far is the picture I first noticed in his old office—the one with him and Selene Hedlund, daughter of the Senator.

			It’s interesting to me that the picture is the only thing he’s set out so far. It shows how important the photo is to him. What I don’t know is if the value of the picture is simply sentiment or if there’s some deeper emotion at play. With all the craziness that’s gone on lately, I didn’t have a chance to question him about his relationship with the Hedlunds. Although I was willing to work with the Senator to bring down the Thirteen, I still don’t trust her. I still don’t like her and think she’s an evil person who, at the heart of things, is only out for herself. 

			I was wrong about her being one of the Thirteen, but I’m not willing to forget that she threw me under the bus and tried to destroy my reputation. I won’t forget that she tried to destroy my career. And I’ll never forget that she was the one who ordered the raid that killed her own daughter in cold blood.

			Temporary allies working together to accomplish a mutual objective is all we were and all we’ll ever be since, at the end of the day, I know that Senator Hedlund is going to do what’s in her own best interest. She’s a political animal, and one who craves power and influence every bit as much as Stone and the Thirteen did. The difference is that she channels her ambitions differently. While I won’t go so far as to call her goals noble, at least they aren’t flat-out evil like Stone’s were. 

			The door to his office opens, and Ayad walks in. I turn away from the bookcase and give him a small smile, then gesture to the hunter-green walls and oak trimming all around me. 

			“Love what you’re doing with the place,” I say.

			He nods. “Seemed like a fresh start was needed.”

			“Speaking of which, it looks like congratulations are in order,” I say. “So, congratulations, SAC Ayad.” 

			He gives me an almost shy smile and then gestures to the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.” 

			I sit down as he drops into the chair behind his desk and leans forward. He looks like he’s searching for the right words. But then he shrugs as if they’d eluded him entirely, leaving him flat-footed with no idea what to say. 

			“Thanks for coming in so early this morning,” he says. 

			“I imagine it was more difficult for you,” I reply. “I have to imagine you were out late last night celebrating the big promotion.” 

			He smiles wryly. “Not as late as you might think. My wife isn’t one for late-night parties,” he says. “Which means, I’m not one for late-night parties, of course. Plus, with a couple of young kids at home, it gives us a reason to duck out early.” 

			“I didn’t know you had children. Or that you were married,” I say and gesture to his ringless finger.

			Truthfully, though, I don’t know any of Ayad’s personal details. He’s pretty tight-lipped when it comes to sharing anything personal about himself. Not that we have much occasion to share those details. But he doesn’t keep personal photos of his family in his office, nor does he ever mention them. He doesn’t even wear a ring. I mean, I get trying to keep your family life separate from the job. I get wanting to keep your family pure and clean, free of any kind of association with the things we do and see. But he seems to take it to an extreme.

			He looks down at his hand and nods. “Yeah, I don’t wear my ring at the office. I just don’t like… well… I just don’t.”

			“Fair enough. I’m not judging. Just an observation.”

			“Thank you. And yes, I have children. Two of them,” he says. “A girl who’s thirteen but thinks she’s thirty, and a boy who’s eleven,” he tells me. 

			A girl and a boy. No names. He keeps them anonymous, which I find interesting. The biggest thing it tells me is that he doesn’t trust me as much as he’s claimed to in the past. It also tells me that he wants to keep me on the professional side of the divide he keeps between his working and personal lives. Which I get. I’m not interested in having Ayad involved with all my business. God knows it’s been pretty messy for a while, and having him hip deep in my affairs might have been… problematic.

			“That’s great. I’m sure they keep you jumping,” I say.

			“Like you wouldn’t believe. Especially my daughter,” he replies with a rueful laugh. 

			He keeps things generic and impersonal. Which, as I said, is fine. I get it. But there’s that photo of him and Selene Hedlund that keeps intriguing me. That is the only genuinely personal touch in his entire office. I’ll admit, there were some personal pictures on the wall in his last office. But as of right now, all that’s on the shelves are medals, commendations, diplomas, and photos taken with FBI brass or other celebrities and dignitaries. Everything is Bureau-related. Except for that one picture in the silver frame.

			I can’t say exactly what it means right now, not without some further conversation with him about it—which is highly unlikely. But it is interesting and tells me Selene is a very important figure in his life. And that in his mind, there is an inextricable link between his professional life and Selene Hedlund—a link that possibly flows through her mother, Kathryn. He told me he’s been a friend of the family for years. But I have to wonder, is that all he was? Or was there something more there?

			“Anyway, I was hoping to have a chance to speak with you face to face this morning. Before things started to get crazy,” he starts. 

			“And here I am.”

			He chuckles, almost nervously. “Right. So, obviously, some big changes are coming to the field office.”

			“I gathered that,” I reply, gesturing to the expansive office around me. 

			“I’m sorry you got blindsided like that. I only found out about the promotion a few days before yesterday’s ceremony,” he says. “And Director Holland asked me to keep it under wraps. He wanted to be the one to make the official announcement.” 

			“It’s all right. You don’t owe me an accounting of your job status, Chief—sorry, SAC Ayad,” I tell him with a grin. “It’s going to take me a minute to get it straight.” 

			“Honestly, just call me Bo. Or Bomani if you prefer,” he replies. “I want our professional relationship to be a good one. There’s no need for us to stand on ceremony. I want us to be open with one another.” 

			A good professional relationship is important to me. I had one with Rosie, and I feel like she always had my back. Although Rosie was a professional and dedicated to her job—and to doing things the right way—I never questioned her loyalty. With Ayad and his apparent close ties to Kathryn Hedlund, I still can’t say I feel the same way about him. And I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to. I feel like I’m always going to be wondering where his loyalties are and whose agenda he’s serving, even after all we’ve been through together.

			Maybe it isn’t fair, but Kathryn Hedlund already proved to me that I can never truly trust her. And if Ayad is aligned with her, he and I will always be on differing tracks. But I know that making an enemy of the man or keeping the tension between us alive is a recipe for disaster. And there is no reason for it. So long as I know where my boundaries with Ayad are, I can operate within them. I operate better when I know what to expect. 

			“Anyway, I wanted to talk to you because Director Holland is going to be looking at me to name my second in command…”

			He lets his words taper off, the implication perfectly clear. He’s telling me the ASAC job is mine… if I want it. I’m not going to lie; being given the chance to be the ASAC, the number two in the entire field office, is flattering. It’s a heady feeling. But at the same time, I know it’s not where I want to be. 

			Ayad chuckles. “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re not interested—”

			“It’s not that I’m not interested. I just don’t know that I’m ready.” 

			“I think you are,” he replies. “So does Director Holland. We both think the world of you as an agent. You’re also well respected, and I know you’d do a good job in the role.” 

			I frown, frustrated by not expressing myself clearly. I’m also pretty sure he’s overstating how respected I am around the field office. Or maybe he just doesn’t understand how many people I’ve rubbed the wrong way over the years. 

			“It’s not that I’m not ready to take on the additional responsibility. That’s not what I meant,” I tell him. “I just meant that I’m not sure I’m ready to give up what I’m doing now. We’re doing some good work out there, but there’s lots more to do. And I don’t know that I want to walk away from that just yet.” 

			His smile was rueful as he nodded. “That’s what I told Director Holland when we were discussing this. I tried to tell him, but he was sure you’d jump at the chance,” he says. “But in his defense, most agents would relish the opportunity to step into higher command.” 

			“I’m not saying that I wouldn’t like the opportunity. It’s just that I don’t think I’m ready to give up what I’d have to give up to take the job right now,” I say. “But I want to thank both you and Director Holland for having that sort of confidence in me.” 

			“You’ve more than earned it, Blake,” he smiles. “But I knew you were going to turn down the promotion.” 

			I match it with a wry grin of my own. 

			“So, why the meeting then? You could have just gone on to the next person on your short list, and I’d have been none the wiser,” I question.

			“Because even though you don’t want the ASAC slot—at least, not right now—there is something else I want you to do,” he says. “Actually, something else I need you to do, and I’m very much hoping you’ll agree.” 

			“What is it?” I ask. 

			“Well, since I’m obviously otherwise occupied, I need a new Unit Chief, Blake,” he tells me. “And I can’t think of a better person for the job than you.” 

			I sit back in my chair, feeling a little bit overwhelmed. I can’t lie, Ayad’s confidence in me to be in a command position is surprising and makes me feel good. I know these slots don’t come around often—I’m probably not going to see another ASAC position open up for a decade. Maybe longer. And I know if I keep turning down the promotions, they’ll eventually decide I’m just not interested, and I probably won’t get another crack at one. 

			As much as I love what I do and wish I could do it until my last days, I know that eventually, time is going to catch up with me. There will come a day when I can’t do this job… physically speaking. I’ve been shot, stabbed, and beaten before, and even now, at just thirty-three years old, I can feel the toll this job is taking on my body. I don’t recover quite as quickly, and the sore muscles seem to take longer to ease and heal. 

			One day, I know I won’t be able to run around kicking in doors, and when that day comes, maybe something administrative like the ASAC job will be more appealing to me. But today isn’t that day. My hope is that day won’t come for a long while yet. It would be smart, though, to keep the future in mind and not make any rash decisions or shut the door on anything. The day I can no longer make an impact in the field is coming. Time gets the best of us all at some point. And when that day does finally arrive, it might be nice to be able to still make an impact, albeit in a much different fashion. 

			“I’m grateful that you’d consider me,” I say. “That you’d put that much trust in me.” 

			“As I said, you’ve earned it. And I can’t think of anybody better to do this job,” he replies. “There is nobody in this field office I trust more than you, Blake. I know that you will make a very good, very capable Unit Chief.” 

			I run a hand through my hair and silently repeat my new title in my head over and over again, trying to get used to the sound of it. It’s obviously going to take some time before I feel comfortable with it. A smile touches my lips and I feel a rush of excitement blended with anticipation. Before I get ahead of myself, though, there are some details I need to iron out. 

			“So, this is my unit then?” I ask. “And I’m free to run my unit as I see fit?” 

			He nods. “Of course. So long as you continue driving the same results you and your team have been getting,” he says. “Keep doing that, and you’re going to have carte blanche. Not just here, but later on down the line. Do a good job and keep making the high-profile busts, and you will have a golden ticket, Blake.” 

			My heart leaps into my throat, and I can’t keep the wide smile off my face. This is a turn of events I did not expect. But it’s one that, the more I think about it, is very welcome. I know with the new title comes a host of new expectations. But those are challenges I know, with the help of my team, that I can rise to meet. We have an opportunity to do some extraordinary things. And I can’t wait to get started.

			I get to my feet and extend my hand. “Thank you, SA—Bo,” I correct myself. “I am very grateful for the opportunity you’re giving me.” 

			He shakes his head. “You created your opportunity. I’m just in a position to push through the right paperwork,” he says. “Just go out there and keep doing what you’ve been doing. Make me look good.”

			I smile at him. “I’ll do that.” 
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			The Emerald Lounge; Downtown Seattle

			“Are you even kidding me right now?” Astra gasps after I filled her in on my conversation with Ayad.

			I shake my head. “Nope. You’re looking at the new Black Cell Unit Chief.” 

			We’re sitting at our usual booth at the back of the Emerald Lounge, which has been one of our favorite haunts for years. Done up in red brick and light oak, the Emerald is modeled after an old speakeasy, complete with old alcohol stills as decorations. The walls are lined with photos of Seattle during the Prohibition years and notorious figures from that era. They weren’t quite on par with Capone and the old Chicago gangsters, nor did they show up in the history books, but they hadn’t exactly been pushovers either. 

			“That’s great and all, but what I’m most curious about is why in the hell you turned down the chance to be the ASAC,” she says. “Have you gone mad? Suffered a serious head injury? Blake, are you on drugs?” 

			I laugh. “Do you want me to pee in your glass to prove I’m not?” 

			She downs her glass and shoves it across the table at me. “You joke, but…”

			She can’t even maintain her expression for more than a second or two before we both burst out in laughter.

			“Seriously, girl. You know there are only so many ASAC slots available. And you turned it down? Do you know how long it’s going to be before another slot opens up?” 

			“Probably a decade.”

			“Maybe more,” she adds. 

			“Yeah, maybe,” I admit. “But by then, maybe I’ll be ready to start taking a less physical role in the field. Maybe when that happens, I’ll be ready to start trying to find a new way to have a voice and some influence on the Bureau.” 

			Looking troubled, Astra sits back in the booth and signals our waitress for another round. Like my father before me, I’m not a huge fan of modern jazz and usually stick to the old masters. The classics. But there are a few I think are fantastic, and I close my eyes, letting Esperanza Spalding’s voice wash over me. Her voice is beautiful, and she’s an incredible bass player. She’s by far one of my favorite modern jazz musicians. I think even my father, a guy who stubbornly stayed in his predetermined jazz lane, would appreciate her. 

			In a lot of ways, I’m like my dad. Neither of us was a big fan of change, and we tended to stick with those things we know and are comfortable with. Stepping into the role of Unit Chief is well outside my comfort zone, and although I’m excited about it, I’m apprehensive as well. It’s not that I’m unused to command. After all, I’ve led my team for years now, and we work incredibly well together. I know my team. I like my team. They’re like a second family to me, and I’ve got a real comfort zone with them all.

			But heading an entire unit is something entirely different. There will be four other teams under my command, and I’m going to have to learn the other leads as well as how to balance their personalities. Being Unit Chief is going to require some of that political savvy I’m not very well versed in—and I’m going to have to learn it on the fly. It’s a daunting thought. But it’s also one that sends a charge through me.

			There’s a big part of me that’s completely clenched up at the thought of stepping into this role. I keep reminding myself that it’s a lot like learning to step outside that well-defined groove of classic jazz I carved for myself. It’s comfortable, but I’m not growing. It was only by stepping outside of that groove that I learned there are other artists I can enjoy—like Esperanza Spalding. 

			It’s a poor analogy, I know. It’s overly simplistic, but I want to believe this is going to be similar. Leading my team is fantastic and rewarding. We’re doing good work and it’s satisfying. But I’m not growing as an agent or as a leader. Which, in a way, is doing a disservice to my team since I’m not maximizing my abilities or learning to be more effective in my role. By stepping outside my comfort zone and taking a chance, I could become something different… something better. And only then can I truly say I’m doing my best by my team—and by myself.

			I don’t want you to think that I’m not proud of you, Blake. Or that I’m not happy for you. I’m happy as hell for you,” Astra says. “But I’m just surprised you passed on the chance to put yourself on a track for higher command.” 

			“You know that’s never been my driving force.” 

			“I know. But I also know that you want to leave your mark on the Bureau.” 

			“I do. And I still plan on doing just that,” I tell her. “But I think there’s still a lot of work we need to do here. I think we still have a lot of good things to accomplish. I’m just not ready to leave the field just yet.”

			“That’s fair,” she says with a smile. “And to be honest, I’m glad to hear that. Life around the shop wouldn’t be the same without you.”

			“Well, you don’t have to worry about that for a while.” 

			Sylvie, our usual waitress, comes by with an Old Fashioned for me and a martini for Astra, and we wait to speak again until she steps out of earshot. I can see that Astra’s mind is working. And I’m relatively certain she’s trying to figure out what these changes all mean and how they will impact our team moving forward. As the Unit Chief, there is quite a bit more administrative work I’ll need to do. But I’m not going to bench myself. I’m sure it’s not going to be easy, but I’m going to find a way to balance the administrative work with the work in the field. 

			“How did Ayad take you turning him down?” Astra asks.

			I shrug. “He expected it. He knew I wasn’t ready to leave the field yet.” 

			“You know, for whatever it’s worth, I think you’d do a hell of a job as the ASAC.” 

			“Yeah, I know. But you think I’d do a hell of a job at anything,” I tease her.

			“Hey now,” she protests. “I seem to remember a young Blake Wilder at the Academy, who just insisted that she was good at flip cup—only to embarrass me when the game was on the line.” 

			“Ugh, don’t remind me,” I groan. That’s a memory I never thought I’d have again. “Thankfully, we’ve come a long way since then.”

			“That we have.” She takes a sip of her drink. “So, what are your new responsibilities? And are you going to make me call you Chief?” 

			“Yeah, I might. I like the feeling of power,” I say with a laugh. “As for new duties, I’m going to be the one reviewing and handing out cases to the other team leads.” 

			“I assume you’ll keep the juiciest cases for us,” she says.

			“I think that goes without saying.” 

			“Good. I think this whole Unit Chief thing might work out then.” 

			We share a laugh and drink in silence for a moment. She’s laughing and seems at ease, but I know Astra well enough to know when she’s feeling a bit apprehensive. There’s a tightness in her face she can’t quite hide well enough to keep me from seeing it. But there’s still a lot about this whole gig I’m trying to figure out for myself, so I don’t know how to go about easing her mind or settling her nerves about any of this. Astra usually rolls with change a lot better than I do, but even this seems to be throwing her for a loop. 

			“On a more serious note,” I say. “I know there are going to be times when I’m going to have to stay behind—when I won’t be able to go into the field because of some administrative crap or something. It’s the nature of the beast.”

			“I hope those times are few and far between.” 

			“That makes two of us,” I say. “But in those times, I’m going to need somebody to step up and be a leader. And that’s you, Astra.” 

			“Blake… I’m good at a lot of things. Great at a lot of things,” she says. “But let’s be honest; I’m not really much of a leader.” 

			“I disagree,” I reply. “Astra, the team knows you. They like and respond to you,” I say.

			She scoffs, but I level her with a serious gaze. “The thing that makes you a great leader is that you’re a natural at it. You don’t have to think about it. You just do your thing, and people follow you.”

			Astra opens her mouth to argue but closes it without saying anything instead. She sits back in the booth and takes a sip of her drink, seemingly unable to meet my eyes as a spot of red blooms on her cheeks. She handles compliments about as well as I do.

			“All that being said, I want you to be the senior agent in charge when I can’t be with the team,” I tell her. “And that includes a bump in rank and pay, of course.” 

			Her eyes widen as she stares at me, an expression of disbelief on her face. Astra is one of the boldest, most confident people I know, so it’s surprising to me to learn that she doesn’t think she’s leadership material. It saddens me to learn that. She carries herself like somebody who knows they’re a natural-born leader. 

			“Don’t you need to run this all by Chief—sorry, SAC Ayad—first?” she asks. 

			“He’s already signed off on it,” I reply. “I told him it was the one condition I had if he wanted me to take the Unit Chief job.” 

			“Pretty ballsy to be making demands when he’s offering you a promotion.”

			I grin. “I had the leverage. I mean, let’s face it, having more women in positions of power benefits the Bureau. It gives them a more progressive-looking public face when they need it most,” I tell her. “So, I played that card, and he didn’t hesitate to jump on it.”

			“Clever girl,” Astra replies with a laugh. 

			“So? What do you say, Supervisory Special Agent Russo?” I ask. “You in?” 

			Her smile is wide and her eyes sparkle with excitement. “I’m in.” 

			“Good girl,” I grin. “Now, let’s have one more round then call it a night. The last thing we want is to stumble into the shop hungover on our first day as the big bosses.” 

			“Speak for yourself,” Astra says. “Now that I’m the boss, I’m going to be rolling in hungover every day.” 

			“Is that really all that different from normal?”

			We share a laugh together as I signal the waitress for one more round. It’s strange and it’s kind of scary, this whole change thing. But I can’t deny that on one level, it feels like pieces are falling into place just how they should be.  
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			Black Cell Unit Conference Room, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA 

			The conference room is set up a lot like my own shop. There’s a long table that runs down the center of the room with four plush executive chairs on each side. My chair sits at the head of the table, but on the wall behind me are three large monitors for video presentations, and above those are digital clocks set to various global time zones. The walls are sand-colored, and the carpet is a deep blue.

			On the wall directly opposite me is an embossed FBI seal that’s flanked by the American flag and on the wall to my right are photos of the President, Vice President, and Director Holland. Beneath the pictures is a long table that holds a coffee service and pastries set up by my new personal assistant, Miranda Chenowith, a bookish woman in her late twenties with light brown hair and hazel-colored eyes. She’s small, standing about five-three, and has a curvy figure with an olive-colored complexion. 

			Miranda is a cute, perky girl who’s smart as a whip and motivated to do a good job. She never went to college—which made Ayad want to cross her off the hiring list at first. But I refused, and during her interview, her personality, as well as her intelligence, struck me. Some people just aren’t cut out for college, and having a degree isn’t a make-or-break deal for me. I’ve never thought having a degree was an accurate reflection of a person’s intelligence or drive and don’t put as much stock into it as other people do. 

			Ultimately, Ayad kept his word about being hands-off as I shape my unit, and I hired Miranda. We’re only a few days into my tenure as the Unit Chief now, and I can already say that going to bat for her is the best decision I’ve made to this point. I’ll admit, it feels extremely weird to have a personal assistant, but she’s already been a massive help. She’s bright, intuitive, and does a fantastic job of anticipating my needs. She’s a keeper as far as I’m concerned.

			I’m standing down the hall, peeking around the corner, and see Miranda as she steps out of the conference room. As if she’s got a sixth sense, she sees me and is barely able to control her laughter as she makes her way down to me. Miranda stands in front of me, shielding me from any prying eyes. My hands are trembling, and my stomach is roiling. The bitter, acidic taste of bile fills my mouth as I fight to keep from throwing up. 

			“Wow, boss,” Miranda notes. “You’re white as a ghost.”

			“Yeah. Maybe just a touch of the flu or something.”

			“Right. I’m sure that’s it,” she says, giving me a knowing grin. “So, when was the last time you were this nervous?”

			I cock my head and think about it for a moment. “My freshman year of high school, I think. I had to give a presentation in front of the class on the human liver.” 

			Miranda laughs. “And how’d it go?” 

			“C minus,” I reply. “I was so nervous that I stuttered my way through the presentation, forgot some of my key points, and couldn’t get my PowerPoint to work. It was a disaster.” 

			“Well, let’s hope your public speaking has improved since high school.” 

			“Here’s hoping,” I say with a wry grin. “How’s it looking in there?” 

			“I’ve never seen somebody eat a cheese Danish quite as angrily as the bald man. The tall guy and the woman are both drinking coffee very quietly, and the guy who looks like a librarian is the only one who seems like he’s in a good mood,” she reports. 

			I nod and clutch the files to my chest a little tighter. The news of my new job title wasn’t greeted with a sweeping sense of excitement. The other team leads, no doubt, thought they should have been promoted over me—and I have to agree that they have an argument to make. I am the youngest of the five Black Cell team leads and had the least experience of them all. But to be fair to me, our case closure rate is higher than theirs, and we also handle more high-profile cases than they do. We may lack in terms of years of experience, but we make up for it in the quality of our investigations and busts.  

			But still, in the Bureau, seniority matters. At least, it does to some people. I far prefer a meritocracy rather than handing out promotions based on how long somebody can stay in the job. Longevity doesn’t always mean an agent is more competent or capable of doing the job than somebody who has not only the smarts but also the motivation to do good work. I realize my views are in the minority, but longevity is about as useful as a gauge of somebody’s ability as a college degree.

			“Don’t let them stress you out,” Miranda tells me. “You’re going to be great.” 

			“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

			I draw in a long breath and count to five before giving her a nod. 

			“Okay, I guess I can’t put this off any longer,” I mutter.

			“Knock ‘em dead, boss.” 

			“Thanks, Miranda.”

			As I walk down the hall, I throw my shoulders back and raise my chin a little bit. My nerves are still jangling louder than keys on a keyring, but I’m not going to let them slow me down. I remind myself that I deserve to be in this position as much as any of them—if not more. I repeat it like a mantra and hope that by the time I hit the conference room, I’m going to believe it. If not, I’m just going to have to fake it ‘til I make it. 

			The glass doors are embossed with the FBI seal and slide aside with a pneumatic hiss as I step into the conference room. I walk to the chair at the head of the table and set down the files I’m carrying, then turn and give everybody as warm a smile as I can muster. The air in the room can be best described as… frosty. The only person who returns my smile is David Nash—the man Miranda had described as the librarian. 

			“Good morning,” I say. 

			They all mutter their greetings, and the room seems to plunge another ten degrees. Maybe more. At this point, I’m surprised as hell that I can’t see my breath and feel like I should be wearing a parka and gloves. I glance around the table, taking them in. The tall man Miranda referenced is Jacob Gathers, the bald man is Bennie Ferguson, and the only other woman in the room is Lisa Koslowski. Having never worked a case alongside them, I only know them by their reputations. And they all have very good ones. They’re all known as intelligent, methodical, and capable investigators who get results. 

			At the moment, though, they look like salty children who are pouting because I took the toy they all wanted. Which, in a way, I guess is true. Aside from Nash, there isn’t a smile to be seen anywhere, and those three just radiate hostility. Knowing it’s best to keep these things from festering, I figure it’s probably best to nip it all in the bud right now if we can. 

			“Okay, well, let’s start off by addressing the elephant in the room,” I start. “There have been some changes to the chain of command, and I can see that none of you are very happy about it right now.” 

			I watch them all cutting glances at one another, each of them waiting for somebody else to speak up first. Gathers’s face darkens, and he glares at me. 

			“You’re right,” he finally says. “We’re not very happy about you sliding into this position. It’s a slap in the face to the rest of us.” 

			“All right. So, how is it a slap in the face?” I ask. 

			He scoffs. “I’ve been with the Bureau for twenty-five years. Lisa for twenty-one, David for twenty-seven, and Bennie for eighteen,” he sneers. “And you’ve been with the Bureau for how long now?” 

			“Twelve years,” I reply calmly. 

			“Right. So, how is it that you, who’s got the least amount of experience of any of us, can slide into the position of Unit Chief?” he growls.

			“I understand you and SAC Ayad are particularly close,” Koslowski chirps. “I have a feeling that might have helped your odds.” 

			“It certainly didn’t hurt them,” Ferguson adds.

			A small grin flickers across my lips as I see what’s going on. They’re acting like I’m a substitute teacher and want to see just how far they can push me. It sort of feels like they want to see where the boundaries are—or if they can push me closer to my breaking point. Gathers, Koslowski, and Ferguson all think they should have this job and resent me for the fact that it’s mine. Only Nash seems to be okay with me in the top spot, which is strange since he’s the one with the most seniority. 

			But, if I don’t nip this in the bud right here and right now, it’s going to create some lingering tension. I know if I let them get under my skin, it will only encourage them. And if they’re encouraged to continue this kind of behavior, things will only get worse as they ramp up their efforts to drive me out. 

			“All right. So, we’re going to do this,” I say. “There is a concept you are all going to need to get familiar with real fast. And that concept is, like it or not, I’m your boss now.” 

			Aside from Nash, who seems to be enjoying his Danish, their expressions all darken. Gathers clenches and unclenches his fists on top of the table, grinding his teeth so hard I can practically hear it. It surprises me that Koslowski is on this bandwagon though. Being that there are so few women in positions of authority, I would have thought she’d be on my side. Apparently, she’s not a big believer in girl power. It shouldn’t surprise me though. Sometimes, women are worse to other women than men are. 

			“Being that this is our first day together, I’m going to give you all a do-over. I’m even going to pretend I didn’t hear the gross, sexist innuendos that came out of your mouths. This time,” I say. “But make no mistake, if I hear anything like that again, there will be consequences. You need to accept the fact that I am your superior officer now and I decide whether you remain in your current positions or not. And I have to say, we are off to a rough start, ladies and gentlemen. I want team leads who are not only committed to the job but are of high character as well. And I certainly do not want, nor will I have, lead agents under my command who spread malicious gossip and denigrate other team members. Am I understood?” 

			“Understood,” Nash says.

			He’s the only one who doesn’t need to say anything. He’s given me no indication that he’s thinking along similar lines or that he’s on board with the others. To be fair, though, he seems like a man who plays his cards close to the vest. Either that or there isn’t much going on in that head of his. I don’t know him well enough to say just yet.   

			“I asked you all a question,” I snap. 

			The other three give me a grudging nod or a muttered yes. It’s not what I was looking for, but I realize it’s about the best I’m going to get at the moment. I need to pick my battles with these people, and this isn’t a hill worth dying on, so I’m just going to leave it at that. But there’s one final point I need to drive home. I silently look around the table, meeting each of their gazes with a frosty one of my own. 

			“I’m in this position because I am good at what I do. Plain and simple,” I tell them. “And if I hear a single word to the contrary again, if these disgusting innuendos continue, I promise that things will not go very well for you.”  

			Silence is my only answer. This isn’t how I envisioned my first meeting going with the other lead agents. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. I’m not naïve. This one little dressing down isn’t going to quash this entirely, and I expect there will be more flare-ups along the way. This display isn’t going to suddenly make them change their opinion of me—or how I came to be in this position. But at least I’ve drawn the line and have shown them what I will not tolerate and what my expectations are. 

			“Okay, now that we have that out of the way, on to business,” I say and slide each of the packages I’ve put together across the table to them. “Koslowski, your team is headed to Wichita. We’ve got a serial arsonist there. Nash, you and your team will be headed to Dallas to look into some kidnappings. Ferguson, take your team to Buffalo. We have a serial rapist operating there. And Gathers, you’re heading for Anchorage. There are half a dozen missing persons cases we need to solve.” 

			It’s petty, but I switched things up at the last minute and decided to send Gathers to Anchorage instead of Nash. It’s a less desirable case in an even less desirable location. Nash was my original pick to handle Anchorage since he and his team are less… action-oriented. They’ve been kept busy with primarily white-collar cases. Anchorage seemed right up their alley. But Gathers pissed me off, so he’s going to freeze his twig and berries off in Alaska instead. 

			I give them a couple of moments to open the files and look through all the materials I’ve included. Nobody looks particularly pleased with their assignments—Gathers least of all. His face is clouded over and he looks like he might erupt. Nash, though, seems to be something close to pleased with being assigned to look into a series of kidnappings instead of the wire fraud cases he usually draws. Or at least, he doesn’t seem outwardly angry about it. 

			I doubt any of them would have been happy with any assignment they received. Not because they don’t want to work—as I said, most of them have a reputation as conscientious agents. Their objection to the work is likely because it’s coming from me. 

			“Okay, are there any questions?” I ask. 

			I glance around the table, but they all still have their heads bowed over their files and nobody says a word. And none of them seem particularly inclined to speak up. There doesn’t seem to be a point in continuing this any longer. 

			“All right, my phone is on twenty-four-seven. Call if you need anything,” I say. “Go and brief your teams on your cases. I want you all in the air by tomorrow morning at the latest. And I’d like regular field reports. Thank you. Good luck and be safe out there.”

			I give them another minute just in case there are any last-minute questions, but there don’t appear to be, so I gather up my things and head out. I need to brief my own team on the case I kept for us to work on. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Well, they certainly sound like a charming bunch,” Astra remarks. 

			I shrug. “I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else.” 

			Astra and I are standing off to the side of the bullpen in our small kitchen area fixing our cups of coffee as the rest of the team rolls in. I just filled her in on the drama with the other lead agents this morning. She listened and rolled her eyes a lot and, honestly, seems even more pissed off about it than I am. 

			“That’s a load of crap,” she replies. “They’re acting like children. Pouting because they didn’t get the promotion—one you earned, by the way. This team has the highest clearance rate, and let’s not forget the monsters we’ve taken down—Gary Suban and Jay Scopes, just to name a few. And do we even need to talk about the foreign kill squads and Russian mobsters we’ve tangled with?” 

			“You’re preaching to the choir here, girl. I remember all of that very well. Still have the scars to remind me,” I tell her. “But it means nothing to those people because I haven’t been here as long as they have. They are never going to respect me as the Unit Chief.” 

			“They don’t need to respect you. They just need to do what they’re told,” she replies. “And if they don’t, you have the power to replace them all with somebody who will do the job and won’t give you any attitude about it.” 

			“I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. As if the people in this field office need any more reason to hate me.” 

			“Blake, this isn’t a popularity contest. You have a lot of friends in this FO, but you piss some people off because you outwork them. You make them look bad because you break the cases they can’t,” she says. “Take their anger as a badge of honor if nothing else. They wouldn’t be mad if you weren’t doing something right.”

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			“No.” 

			I laugh. “This is going to be more challenging than I thought.” 

			“Juggling ego and personality isn’t easy. If anybody told you it was going to be, they were lying,” she tells me. “But this is the job. And I know it’s a job you can do well. Look at the team we have here. You’ve taken all these very different personalities, and somehow you’ve meshed us all together to make us one of the best units in the Bureau. But more than that, you’ve made us all a family.” 

			I look around the bullpen at the rest of the team, laughing and joking with one another, and find myself marveling once again at the way we’ve all come together and formed a cohesive unit. Astra’s right. We’re more than a working team, we’ve become a family. We’ve got some strong personalities in this group with a lot of different opinions. And yet, we all recognize that those differences make us stronger as a whole. Our collective strengths make up for our individual weaknesses. And I hope that eventually, when some of the sting the other lead agents are feeling wears off, they can get to that point too. 

			“I don’t think I’ve done that, Astra. I think that’s something we all share credit for,” I tell her. “We’ve all carved out our niches in this group, and we’ve set aside our egos for the good of the whole. That’s a credit to everybody in this room.” 

			She smiles at me. “That’s true. I won’t dispute that,” she replies. “But we all do take our cues from our leader. A team without a strong leader—a leader who has left their imprint upon the fabric of the team—is disjointed and weak. That sort of team is nothing more than a collection of disparate parts who might clumsily and clunkily find a way to get the job done. But this team—your team—to use a tired cliché, is a well-oiled machine. Mostly.” 

			I return her smile. “Our team. Your imprint on this team is just as important as mine. So, if I’m going to take some credit, you should as well. I couldn’t have done this—any of this—without you, Astra.” 

			“You’re right. You couldn’t have,” she cracks with a sly smile. 

			“Come on. Let’s go brief the team,” I say.

			“I trust you saved the tastiest, most interesting case in the stack for us?” 

			“Well, we’re not going to Anchorage,” I tell her. 

			“Yeah, Gathers might never forgive you for that,” she says with a laugh. 

			“I’m pretty sure he was never going to like me anyway.” 

			“Then, no loss.”

			“That’s how I’m choosing to see it,” I tell her. 

			Astra walks over to her workstation and takes a seat as I step to the front of the room, ready to present the case. 

			“Oyez, oyez, all rise for our new Unit Chief,” Rick calls out. 

			Applause, laughter, and whistling break out around the bullpen, making my cheeks flush with the heat of embarrassment. I shouldn’t be surprised they know, even though the official announcement hasn’t been made to the entire field office yet. Office gossip spreads faster than a California wildfire. 

			“All right, all right,” I say with a laugh as I wave for them to settle down. “I was going to tell you what was going on, but apparently, I don’t need to, so let’s just dive into our case, huh?” 

			“Come on, Blake,” Mo calls out. “Take a few minutes to enjoy the spotlight.”

			“I’ve never been much for the spotlight,” I say. “But thank you, guys. I wouldn’t be in this position without your hard work and dedication. This promotion is as much a reflection of you as it is of anything I’ve done.” 

			“So, we can expect raises then too?” Lucas cracks. 

			“I’m working on it,” I tell them.

			He looks at me with surprise on his face since he was asking his question in jest. But I mean it when I say they’re as responsible for me being in this position as I am, and I only think it would be right for them to share in the bounty. To that end, I’m going to bat for each of them to get a raise in rank as well as in pay. I’ve already managed to twist Ayad’s arm hard enough to get Astra a well-deserved and long overdue raise and promotion. But she was the easy sell. I’m still fighting the bureaucracy to get everybody else on my team what I feel they’ve earned as well. And this is a hill I’m willing to die on. 

			“I can’t make any promises, guys. But I want you to know that I am working as hard as I can and am twisting as many arms as I can find to get you all increases in pay and rank,” I state. “My success isn’t possible without everything you guys do. And I’m grateful to all of you. But like I said, this isn’t my decision, and I’m fighting through miles of red tape. So, hang in there. I’m going to keep fighting until you guys get what you’ve earned.”

			More applause and whistling fills the air in the bullpen, and I can see gratitude in all their faces. They know it’s an uphill fight that may not have the conclusion we all want or think is fair. But everybody seems grateful that it’s one I’m willing to take on for them. 

			“Okay, so Vegas Metro sent this file over last night,” I start. 

			Astra flashes me a wolfish grin. “Vegas beats Anchorage any day of the week.” 

			“Oh, please tell me we’re staying at the Bellagio,” Rick says. “Or maybe the Venetian. I’ve been dying to stay there.” 

			“You’re going to be staying at Circus Circus. You’ll fit right in there,” Astra quips.

			We all share a laugh as Astra gets to her feet and grabs the stack of files I put together for the team. As I cue up the video monitors, Astra hands them all out, pausing to give Rick a flick behind the ear that makes him yelp, drawing a laugh from everybody else. Using the remote, I pull up the DMV photos of two stunning young women and point to the blonde. 

			“This is Kimbra Powers, twenty-three years old,” I say, then point to the other girl. “And her best friend, Natalia Goode, also twenty-three—” 

			“I know Natalia—well, I mean, not personally or anything,” Rick stammers. “She’s a model. She’s pretty big on social media, does lots of shoots for swimwear and lingerie companies.”

			“Of course, you’d know that. I’m not surprised,” Astra says. 

			“What? Can’t help it if I see sponsored ads all over social media,” he replies with a chuckle. 

			“Right,” Astra fires back. “And I’m sure it just so happens to be a coincidence that you’re targeted with those ads.” 

			“To be fair, I recognize her as well,” Lucas chimes in. “I’ve seen a few of her swim and sportswear ads in Sports Illustrated.” 

			“See? Now that I believe,” Mo says. 

			“Well, I know Rick isn’t reading Sports Illustrated,” Astra presses. 

			“Hey, I’ve read a swimsuit issue or two in my time,” he protests.

			I laugh and shake my head. “Can we please get back on topic here?” 

			“Sorry,” Astra says. “Sometimes he makes it too easy, and I just can’t help myself.” 

			More muffled chuckling sounds around the bullpen, so I give them a minute to get it out of their systems. 

			“Okay, so we all know who Natalia Goode is, apparently,” I say. “But do we all know who Kimbra Powers is?” 

			I see them all exchanging looks, blank expressions on all their faces. 

			“Kimbra does a little modeling as well. She’s obviously not made as big of a footprint in the industry as Natalia or Rick would have probably known who she is,” I tell them. 

			“Yeah, probably,” he agrees.

			I give him a grin. “Modeling work aside, she is the daughter of Dylan Powers, tech mogul, casino owner, and major mover and shaker in Vegas political circles. As you can imagine, the collective sphincters of Vegas Metro—and city hall for that matter—are puckered tight, given that both girls are missing.” 

			“Missing?” Astra asks. 

			“Presumed to be kidnapped. Kimbra missed an appointment with her father, and Natalia missed a flight to Prague where she was supposed to be doing a photo shoot,” I tell them. “Neither girl can be reached, and their things were still in their room at the Cosmo. By all appearances, it looked like they were coming back but never did.” 

			“Why were they staying at the Cosmopolitan?” Lucas asks. “If I remember correctly, Dylan Powers owns the Shogun.”

			“You’re kidding me,” Mo says, a note of awe in her voice. “That place looks amazing. It’s the hottest new hotel and casino in Vegas. I’ve been dying to check that place out since it opened, but reservations are impossible to get right now.”

			“If we solve this case and bring his little girl home safely, I bet Dylan Powers will happily give you free rooms for the rest of your life,” Astra says. 

			“Dare to dream,” Mo says. “Okay, so what do we know so far?” 

			I shake my head. “Not much. Vegas Metro doesn’t have much to go on just yet. But this is such a hot potato for them, they kicked the case over to us right away.” 

			“Daddy wields that much power, huh?” Astra asks.

			“After Sheldon Adelson died in 2021, most people looked to Steve Wynn as the power behind the throne in Nevada,” I tell them. “Turns out, though, Powers is shrewd and plays a better long game than any of the other players. He put himself in a position where most people think he’s more powerful than the mayor. The guy’s got half the city in his pocket.” 

			“Do we know if he’s mobbed up?” Nina asks. “Or Thirteened up, for that matter?”

			I shake my head. “He’s not. He’s a self-made man,” I reply. “Started by building a small computer software firm out of his garage—” 

			“Red Sands Tech,” Rick says, his voice colored with excitement. “This guy’s life story is seriously something. I mean, talk about achieving the American dream.” 

			“I think he might actually be more excited about this Dylan Powers guy than he was about seeing Natalia Goode practically naked,” Nina cracks. 

			Astra laughs. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who was thinking that.”

			I can’t help but laugh along with them for a moment as Rick rolls his eyes and mutters to himself. The laughter fades out, and I call their attention back to me, anxious to get rolling because time is of the essence in abduction cases. 

			“All right, we can finish briefing on the plane,” I announce. “Grab your go bags and let’s head out. Wheels up in sixty minutes.” 
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			Desert Vista Inn & Suites; Las Vegas, NV

			“So, we’re really staying here and not at the Shogun?” Astra asks. 

			“Do you want to explain the expense to Ayad?” I arch an eyebrow as I answer her question with one of my own. 

			She laughs. “Yeah, I’m going to pass on that.” 

			“It’s not much, but all we need are four walls and a bed.” 

			“Says you,” she replies. “But I need room service, turn down service, and a spa. An on-site massage parlor would be nice too.”

			Leaning against our SUV, I look around at the Desert Vista Inn & Suites and frown. Aside from the fact that I’m pretty sure they don’t actually have any suites here, it’s not one of the most luxurious places in Vegas. Instead it’s a one-story, ranch-style hotel that’s built in a U-shape around a large, kidney-shaped pool. Deck chairs, most of them faded by the constant stream of sunlight, line both sides of the pool. A pair of round tables with umbrellas—that have also been faded by the sun—sit at the far end of the deck. 

			“You’re going to need to have a talk with Miranda about making accommodations reservations,” Astra says. 

			“I think she did all right.” 

			“If you told her to find a bargain basement motel that rents by the hour, she did great.” 

			I roll my eyes and laugh. “This place isn’t that bad. Let’s not be dramatic here,” I reply. “Let’s not forget that we don’t have an unlimited budget—and we do have a private jet. Of course, if you want nicer rooms, we can probably give that to somebody else and go back to the days of flying coach—”

			“Let’s not be hasty,” she interrupts me with a laugh.

			“That’s what I thought.” 

			The building is painted a sand color with the windows and doors all trimmed in a dark brown. A wooden split rail fence lines the walkway and has old wagon wheels propped up against it every ten yards or so for decoration. The doors themselves are all red and have black numbers. It’s not the nicest place in town, but it’s clean and tidy, the paint is all fresh, and the bushes and trees are all trimmed nicely. The Desert Vista isn’t anything close to a four-star property, but it’ll do.

			“At least the water in the pool looks clean and refreshing,” I offer.

			She pulls a face. “I can smell the stench of the chlorine from here,” she groans. “I’d hate to think about what they have to kill in that water to justify using that much chlorine.” 

			“It’s better to avoid thinking about some things too much.” 

			“You’re not wrong.” 

			“Look at it this way,” I tell her. “We’re probably going to be so busy that you won’t have time to go swimming or lounge by the pool anyway.” 

			The rest of the team filters out to where we’re standing in the parking lot, all of them looking wholly unimpressed. 

			“Not exactly the best Vegas has to offer,” Mo remarks. 

			“We’ve stayed in far worse places than this,” I say. “At least the sheets all looked clean and free of bloodstains.” 

			“I haven’t checked out my bed yet. But thanks for putting that thought into my head. Appreciate that,” Lucas says.

			“Always happy to help,” I reply with a grin.

			“All right, so what’s our plan?” Astra asks. 

			“We’re going to set up shop in the Vegas field office. They’ll have a secure room we can commandeer. Talk to SAC Miller Henson. Tell him you’re there on my orders, and he’ll get us all set up,” I say. “Rick, Nina, I want you two to head over and get us up and running. We need to get our systems online ASAP.” 

			“You got it, boss,” Rick says. 

			“Mo, I want you and Lucas to go check in with Metro. You’ll want to speak with Captain Lawrence Bly in East Area Command. He’s the one who sent the case to us,” I tell him. “Get whatever you can from him and also see about getting any evidence they’ve gathered or case files they’ve put together. They kicked it over to us so fast, I doubt there’s going to be much, but get whatever you can.” 

			Mo snaps me a salute. “On it.” 

			I turn to Astra. “You and I are going to meet with Dylan Powers and get the ball rolling.” 

			She sighs dramatically. “Sadly, that seems to be as close to the Shogun as we are destined to get on this trip.” 

			“Sadly so,” I reply. “But hey, when we’re done with this case, you’ve got a boatload of furlough time you’re welcome to take off. You can spend it all at the Shogun if you like.” 

			“At three hundred dollars a night? Hard pass,” Astra laughs. 

			“That’s what I thought,” I reply. “Okay, everybody has their assignments. We’ll regroup here and go out to dinner tonight. Does anybody have questions?” 

			Everybody looks around at each other but remains silent. Apparently, there are no questions, so I give them all a nod.

			“Okay, then,” I say. “Let’s roll out, boys and girls.
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			“I will never understand how people can live out here,” Astra muses. “I mean, popping in for a rowdy weekend of fun is one thing. But living here? Year-round? I couldn’t deal with how hot it gets out here.” 

			“At least it’s a dry heat,” I reply.

			She arches an eyebrow at me. “Don’t make me smack you.”

			I laugh. “Come on. That’s what you’re supposed to say,” I tell her. “And honestly, there is a difference between dry, desert heat and that horribly humid, wet Midwestern heat.”

			“Heat is heat and it all sucks.” 

			“Okay, I can’t argue with that.” 

			I take a bite of my taco and look through the windows at the street beyond. We’re still a couple of miles from the Strip, so there’s not as much foot traffic or cars on the street here. Thankfully. Before heading in to talk to Powers, Astra and I thought it best if we got something in our bellies, so we stopped at a little hole-in-the-wall Mexican food joint I know from some of my past visits to Sin City.

			Alfaro’s was built on what looks like the site of an old-fashioned Taco Bell. They repurposed it much the same way the Pulpit repurposed the old church it had been built on. Using the existing architecture and simply refurbishing the existing structure is smart and a hell of a lot cheaper than building from the ground up. They’ve added some fresh paint, new pictures on the walls, plants, and other small touches, but they didn’t get crazy when they took over and built something new.

			What Alfaro’s lacks in the superficial touches, though, it makes up for in a host of other ways. The food here is out of this world fantastic, the prices are more than reasonable, and it’s largely tourist-free, which makes it the ideal place for a relatively quiet meal. 

			“So, how are we going to go at Powers?” she asks. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“The notes in the case file you put together made it seem like he didn’t want to cooperate with Metro PD,” she says. “If his daughter had been abducted, why wouldn’t he want them handling it? Why would he stonewall?”

			“Not sure he’s stonewalling,” I reply. “Captain Bly said everything happened fast and there was a lot of confusion at first. To be honest, Bly said they’re not even sure the girls were abducted. Not for a fact.”

			“So, why are we here?”

			“Because when the daughter of a major player like Dylan Powers goes missing, the powers that be will move heaven and earth until she’s found and brought home,” I sigh. “You know how it goes, Astra. The rich and powerful get all the benefits we mere mortals don’t, whether they ask for it directly or not.” 

			“Yeah, but if Powers doesn’t want our help—”

			“That’s the point. We don’t know what he wants yet. Metro pretty much shut it all down almost immediately after they started,” I say. “What we have is fragmented and disjointed. So, we need to start nailing things down, putting some things in line, and seeing where we stand after that.” 

			“Okay, so if we do all that and he still doesn’t want our help?” 

			I shake my head. “I don’t know yet. Not for sure,” I say. “But from my point of view, we’re involved now. And I’m not going to feel comfortable going back to Seattle until I know whether Kimbra Powers and Natalia Goode are home safe and sound or not. I won’t feel right leaving this unresolved in any way.”

			Astra frowns and looks off for a long moment, chewing contentedly on her burrito. Finally, she takes a drink of her soda and turns to me. 

			“Yeah, you’re right. You’re right,” she says. “I wouldn’t feel right going back either. Not if there’s a chance these girls are in danger.” 

			I study her closely for a moment and can see that she’s saying all the right things but still doesn’t seem entirely convinced. There’s a hesitant gleam in her eye.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “It’s just that in Detective Bryson’s initial case notes, he said that Powers told them he didn’t want their help. That he wanted to handle it on his own,” she replies. “He later changed his words to say that he thought the girls had simply gone off to Southern California for a few days. But Bryson was skeptical.” 

			“Well, I guess we’re going to find out for ourselves.” 

			She nods. “Agreed,” she replies. “But we should probably have a strategy in place before we sit down with him.”

			I get what she’s saying, and I appreciate the conscientiousness and initiative she’s taking. And even though she’s still sarcastic and playful, there’s a sense of seriousness and purpose in her I haven’t felt before. But I’ve never been much for developing a pre-interview strategy. I don’t like being tied down to one line of attack because things often change over the course of an interview, and you need to be able to adjust to it on the fly. That’s why I always take it as it comes and play it all by ear.

			I’ve also never known Astra to want to lock down an interview strategy either. She’s even less rigid and formal than I am. It makes me think that she feels like she needs to do things differently now that she’s been promoted to supervisory special agent. It’s almost as if she thinks she has to prove herself to me all over again. She doesn’t though. Astra doesn’t need to prove anything to anybody. She just needs to keep doing things the way she’s been doing them to this point. But I don’t want to be heavy-handed; I want her to figure things out on her own.  

			“Okay, well, I think we need to avoid accusing him of anything,” I tell her. “Or even giving the slightest hint we think he’s hiding or covering something up.” 

			She nods. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea. The last thing we want to do is put him on the defensive right from the start.”

			“Right. Especially if we hope to gain his trust and get his help.” 

			“That’s fair,” she acknowledges. “But if Bryson‘s notes are right and Powers is resistant to helping us, what are we going to do?” 

			“If he’s dead set against helping us find his daughter, we can’t force him. She’s an adult, and he’s not legally bound to lift a finger to help her. Or us,” I remind her. “So, if he won’t help, then we’ll need to find another way. Develop other sources. Find evidence. It’ll be a lot more difficult, but we’ll have to find a way.” 

			“That makes sense. Anything else?” 

			I give her a wide smile. “Just be yourself.” 

			“Be myself, huh?” 

			“Well… a nicer version of yourself.” 

			She laughs. “I hate you.” 

			“I know,” I reply with a smile. “Now, let’s go. He’s expecting us.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			The Shogun Resort & Casino; Las Vegas, NV

			It took a little doing, but we finally found a spot in the crowded garage. From there, we made our way to the ground floor and into the long, air-conditioned tunnel with the moving sidewalk that ran straight from the garage to the lobby of the hotel. 

			“Nice touch,” Astra notes.

			I flash her a grin. “Seems like Powers put some thought into this place.” 

			“Well, I mean, it’s not split rail fences, wagon wheels, and pools that seem more like a chlorine bath than anything, but it’s all right, I guess.” 

			I glance at Astra and see the smile on her face. “Smartass.” 

			The moving sidewalk lets us off in a lobby that is the definition of elegant. The dark woods of the walls are polished to a glossy sheen above dark blue carpeting with silver trim, and all around us are large installations filled with cherry blossoms, bamboo, and ponds filled with waterfalls and large koi. A massive domed skylight dominates the center of the lobby, and below that hang dozens of glass butterflies in every size and color of the rainbow. They all look so delicate that I fear the slightest bump or breeze could crack them.

			I read somewhere that Powers brought in a renowned glassblowing artist from Europe and specially commissioned him to craft the butterflies—five hundred in all—for the lobby. And I have to say, it’s a beautiful little detail. The sunlight streaming through the skylight above reflects the multitude of colors from the butterflies, sending blue, pink, red, and yellow sparkles dancing around the lobby. 

			Radiating outward from the heart of the lobby and all the butterflies, paper lanterns in red and gold hang from the ceiling, gently illuminating the areas that are a little dimmer. And just beneath the excited buzz of conversation of the guests in the lobby, I can hear the sound of traditional Japanese instruments being piped in through speakers that are discreetly hidden. It’s gentle, the music feeling almost as delicate as the butterflies beneath that dome look. But just like those colored glass creations, it too is beautiful. 

			There are sitting areas filled with plush couches and chairs all around the lobby, most of them screened by cherry blossoms or bamboo, making them semi-private. Ancient suits of Samurai armor and the weapons used during the old feudal days sit on display behind glass. The lobby of the Shogun itself has so many ancient artifacts from Japan set out for viewing that it could almost pass as a museum.

			The thing that strikes me the most is that this isn’t kitsch. Powers isn’t fetishizing a country or a people. Everything that’s set out and on display has a reverent feel. It’s respectful. It’s as if Powers is honoring Japan’s culture rather than exploiting it for his own gain—not that he isn’t reaping tremendous financial benefit out of it, of course. But again, the entire display seems to be paying homage to the culture rather than simply exploiting it. 

			“Wow,” Astra says with a whistle. “This place is even more gorgeous than I imagined.”

			I nod. “You’re telling me,” I reply. “I knew it was going to be elegant, but this is next level.” 

			“Looks like Powers spared no expense.”

			“Looks that way.” 

			We walk over a small, rounded, wooden bridge that spans a narrow stream that connects two ponds and separates the front desk area from the main body of the lobby. The front desk itself is a twenty-foot-long gorgeous piece of marble that has varying shades of gray and black and is shot through with veins of silver. It contains five workstations, all of them currently staffed by professional-looking employees in nicely tailored dark suits.

			We wait until there’s an opening at one of the stations then step forward. A twenty-something brunette smiles at us; she has dark eyes and olive-colored skin, and her face carries a vague suggestion of Asian heritage. She’s a bit plain, but pretty in an understated way. And the gold name tag above her left breast says Mindi. 

			“Welcome to the Shogun,” she says. “Are we checking in?” 

			I shake my head and flash her my badge. “We’re actually here to speak with Mr. Powers. If you can just tell us where we can find him, we’ll get out of your hair, Mindi.”

			She looks startled for a moment but quickly composes herself and plasters on a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Mindi holds her finger up and disappears through a door set into the wall behind the desk. She comes back out after a couple of minutes. She’s followed, though, by a tall, broad-shouldered man with hair the color of rust and eyes that are an icy blue. He’s got a neatly trimmed mustache and beard, is trim and fit, and just carries himself with the bearing of a military man.

			He steps in front of Mindi and gives us a gentle smile. “Would you mind if we spoke somewhere a little more private?” 

			“Of course,” I nod. 

			The man gestures to a sitting area set off to the side of the check-in area. The sitting area has four chairs situated around a small, round table that’s nestled in among a screen of shoulder-high bamboo, giving it a semi-private feel. The pond that feeds the stream that flows beneath the bridge we’d crossed to get to the front desk sits on the other side of the bamboo, and the small area is dimly lit, adding to the feeling of privacy. 

			“Thank you for your consideration,” the man says as he steps over to his right. “My name is Wade Patterson, and I’m the head of security here at the Shogun.”

			I nod, then both Astra and I show him our credentials. He takes a moment to inspect them closely, narrowing his eyes as he scrutinizes them. He’s thorough. Given who he bodyguards for, I can respect that. 

			“What branch of the service were you in?” I ask.

			“Army. I was with the Rangers,” he replies, then gestures to our creds. “Thank you.” 

			Astra and I tuck our creds away and slip our wallets back into our pockets. I straighten out my jacket and clear my throat as I look at him. The three of us stand there in an increasingly awkward silence until he smiles, a small laugh spilling from his lips. 

			“So, what is it I can do for you, Agents Wilder and Russo?” he finally asks. 

			“Well, you can take us up to see Mr. Powers,” I start. “We need to speak with him about the possible disappearance of his daughter.” 

			“Right. That,” he says. “Well, he’s already told Metro PD that he doesn’t want the authorities involved and—”

			“I understand that,” I interrupt. “But we’d like to hear it from him anyway, if you don’t mind.”

			“I’m sorry, but Mr. Powers is in a meeting right now and—”

			“Mr. Patterson, I appreciate your dedication to your employer. And I appreciate that your job is to run interference for him and weed out the people he doesn’t wish to speak to,” I cut him off. “But we need to speak with him. And I can guarantee you that he would rather speak to us here where he’s comfortable and has home court advantage, rather than down at our field office, which would just be inconvenient for everybody.” 

			“Mr. Powers has no legal obligation to speak with you, agents.” 

			“No, he doesn’t. But I would think he’d pull out all the stops to find his missing, possibly abducted daughter,” Astra chimes in. “I have to be honest here though. The fact that he appears to be stonewalling law enforcement from looking into the matter isn’t a really good look. I mean, if word somehow got out, how do you think that would play in the media?” 

			A hardness enters his eyes and a malicious-looking smile flickers across his lips. Patterson takes a moment to look us both up and down as if taking our measure, then he slips his hands into his pockets. 

			“You’d go to the press with this if you don’t get to speak with Mr. Powers about what is a private family matter?” he asks. 

			“We’re not saying we’d do anything one way or the other,” I counter. “But we don’t control the press. And people—well—people talk. As I’m sure you know.” 

			“A man like Dylan Powers controls the press in this city, Agent Wilder,” he says. “The only things that get out are what he wants to get out.” 

			“I don’t doubt you believe that’s true. But you know how enterprising reporters can be,” Astra says. “The good ones have a sixth sense when there’s a story to be had.”

			“We’re not saying we’d want to leak this story. And we’d do everything we could to avoid that. We know this is a sensitive topic, Mr. Patterson,” I add. “All we’re saying is that if Kimbra Powers is missing and we develop information that she has indeed been abducted, appealing to the public for information might be our only recourse. It’s entirely possible somebody saw something the night she went missing and that they could—”

			He holds his hands up, cutting me off. “All right. All right. Relax,” he says, his voice hard. “You’ve made your point. I doubt Mr. Powers is going to be able to help you though. He and Kimbra weren’t exactly… close.” 

			“He may know more than he realizes,” Astra presses. “But we won’t know unless we can have a few minutes of his time.” 

			“Fine. Follow me,” he snaps. 

			Making it clear he’s unhappy with what is essentially blackmail on our part, Patterson leads us to a private elevator set in a hallway that runs behind the front desk offices. He uses his ID badge to access it then steps aside and lets us get into the car first. Once we’re in, he steps in, slips his badge into a card reader, and hits the button for the top floor. A moment later, the car is racing upward. The entire ride up, Patterson doesn’t speak to us, and the elevator car is filled with strained tension. 

			The elevator slows then stops, and with a soft chime, the doors slide open. Patterson ushers us out and into the lobby area of the hotel’s offices that sit on the top floor. Unlike the elegance downstairs, the business offices, while nice, are more function than fashion. The floor is carpeted in the same blue as the hotel downstairs—minus the gold trimming. The walls are all cream-colored, and chairs sit beneath black and white photos of the hotel in various stages of its construction on the walls to our left and right. And directly across from us are a pair of glass doors with the hotel’s name and logo etched into them. 

			“Wait here,” Patterson tells us. 

			He leaves us standing there then walks to the glass doors; he slips his ID badge into a scanner to the right of the door. I hear a soft beep and then a loud clunk as the locks are disengaged. He pulls one of the doors open and slips through. It closes behind him, and there’s another loud clunk as the locks re-engage.

			“They take security seriously here,” Astra notes. 

			“Given the state of the world today, I can’t say I blame them.” 

			As we wait, I glance around the lobby, and though there are no visible cameras or surveillance equipment, I know we’re being watched. They’re simply very discreet about it. A few minutes later, Patterson returns. He opens the door and gestures for us to follow him again. Astra and I walk through the door and find ourselves in a long hallway. To our left, I can hear the sound of voices, phones buzzing, and the clacking of people banging away on their keyboards. Those are the administrative offices. 

			Patterson leads us in the opposite direction where the air is very hushed and staid—obviously the executive offices. Pictures of Japan, both modern and older, line the walls on both sides of us, and the air is scented with the aroma of cherry blossoms. It’s a nice touch. We take a few turns, passing several other offices before Patterson brings us to a stop before a heavy door that looks like it’s made of mahogany. The nameplate to the left of the door has Dylan Powers’s name emblazoned upon it. 

			Patterson turns to us. “You’ve got ten minutes.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Patterson,” I say. 

			He opens the door for us, and I follow Astra inside. Patterson closes the door behind us, leaving us alone in the office with his boss. Despite coming over from the tech world, Dylan Powers isn’t your typical computer geek. He’s six-one or six-two with black hair that’s flecked with gray. His green eyes sparkle like polished emeralds, and he has warm, tawny skin. He’s fit and athletic looking with wide shoulders and biceps big enough that they seem to strain the sleeves of his silk shirt. 

			Powers is dressed in a navy blue, pinstriped, three-piece suit with a lighter blue, white collared shirt beneath his vest. The red pocket square peeks out of his jacket that’s hung up on a rack behind his desk, and his sleeves are rolled up, showing off forearms that bristle with muscle. Powers has a metallic red tie that glints in the light. Though not nearly so flamboyant, the way he dresses reminds me a bit of Fish, my old friend and one-time crime lord of Seattle. Fish has a fondness for flashy suits that have a metallic shine to them as well. 

			“Mr. Powers, thank you for meeting with us,” I start. 

			He arches an eyebrow. “As if I had much choice in the matter,” he snarls in a deep, gravelly voice. “I don’t particularly care to see what is a private family situation splashed all over the front page of the newspaper or leading the evening news broadcast.” 

			“I understand, Mr. Powers,” I say. “And we will do everything we can to keep the media from getting this story.”

			“You’re going to have to do better than that, Agent…” 

			“Wilder,” I finish for him. “I’m Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder. This is SSA Astra Russo.” 

			“Might as well sit down,” he grumbles. 

			His phone rings and he quickly grabs the call. As he murmurs into the phone, he flicks his hand, gesturing to the two chairs sitting in front of his desk, then drops down into the plush captain’s chair behind it. As he speaks to whomever is on the other end of the line, I look around the office. The wall to our right is nothing but smoked glass and gives us a commanding view of the Strip. The Shogun, though, sits off-Strip in a place that’s not overly saturated with the plethora of hotels and casinos. It’s subtle but is one way of announcing the hotel’s individuality. It doesn’t have to be on the Strip to be seen. It’s a cheap psychological play to make it seem a little more exclusive to casino goers. And given the crowds I saw downstairs, it’s working. 

			Powers’s office isn’t carpeted but has parquet flooring instead. There is a seating area near the windows, on the opposite end of the office as Powers’s desk, as if he’s consciously trying to keep the two areas separate. A pair of deep, comfortable-looking couches—the same shade of blue as the carpet outside—sit atop a gorgeous rug with an oval-shaped wood and smoked glass coffee table set between them. The other furniture in the office all seems to be hand carved from a block of expensive and exotic wood. 

			Two massive bookcases flank the credenza behind Powers’s desk and are filled with an assortment of finely arranged pieces. Mementos from other places he’s been and people he’s known, which strikes me as oddly sentimental. The wall above the credenza is filled with framed magazine covers that trumpet the glory of Dylan Powers, news of the hotel’s construction, and his triumphant business deals. He’s also got framed photos of himself with a host of celebrities. Singers, actors, athletes, and even notable politicians have stopped to kiss the ring and get a picture with Dylan Powers to prove it. 

			It takes me a minute, but I recognize the desk. It’s an exact replica of the Resolute Desk that sits in the Oval Office. The only difference is that instead of the presidential seal gracing the front of the desk, it’s a coat of arms—I assume it’s Powers’s family coat of arms. Most people wouldn’t give it a second thought, but I think it says a lot about how Powers sees himself. And it gives me an idea about the height of the man’s ambitions.

			“Sorry,” he says as he hangs up the call. “It’s extremely busy today.” 

			“I understand. And we’ll do our best to not take up too much of your time, Mr. Powers,” I start. “Your daughter went missing two days ago. We’d like to know when the last time you saw your daughter was.” 

			He leans back in his chair and purses his lips. “I’d say it was three days ago then. We’d made plans to have dinner together.” 

			“We understood that your relationship with Kimbra wasn’t exactly… close,” Astra offers.

			“No,” he admits, his tone conveying genuine regret. “Our relationship isn’t as good as I wish it could be, but we’ve been working on it. Things have gotten better over the last year, but it’s far from perfect,” he tells us. “Honestly, we’re probably too much alike. It might shock you to learn, but I’m not the most likable person around. Putting me together with Kimbra was like oil and water. Or maybe gasoline and fire would be a better description. There is just too much of me in her.” 

			A wan smile touches his lips, and I’m surprised by his self-effacing sense of humor. That’s not something I was expecting from a man like Dylan Powers. I share a glance with Astra and see she’s as taken aback by it as I am. 

			“That’s what you need to understand, agents. It’s not unlike Kimbra to pull up stakes and vanish for a little while. One time, she was supposed to come home for my birthday, but I didn’t hear from her for two months. She was partying in Ibiza,” he tells us. “So, it’s hardly unprecedented for her to leave town without a word.” 

			“What about her friend, Natalia?” Astra asks. “Was she the same way? Was she known to blow off photoshoots to go partying?” 

			He shrugs. “I know Natalia’s been in Kimbra’s life since they were both little girls, but I can’t say I know her particularly well. But my daughter can be… persuasive. If she wants to blow off a shoot to go party in some exotic location, I don’t doubt she could convince Natalia to go along with her. Those two have been thick as thieves for a long time.” 

			“All right, but if you didn’t think your daughter was missing, why did you call Metro to report her missing?” I press. “Why did you report an abduction?” 

			He shakes his head. “I didn’t report anything of the sort,” he says. “That was Natalia’s sister who called Metro. Blew this thing all out of proportion—and here we are.” 

			“Forgive me for saying so, but you don’t seem rattled at all. Not even by the possibility—remote though it may be—that your daughter was taken, Mr. Powers,” Astra notes. 

			A wry grin twists his lips. “Because I’m not. As I told you, this is not my first rodeo with Kimbra,” he replies. “She grew up privileged and… well… I suppose it’s my fault she’s this way. I didn’t pay enough attention to her. Didn’t discipline her enough, maybe. But to be frank, she grew up to be a little bit entitled and inconsiderate. Please understand that I love my daughter with all my heart, but I’m not blind to the reality that she can be… difficult, agents. She’s not a bad person; she’s just not very well connected to the real world sometimes. She doesn’t get that not everybody grew up as wealthy as she did. And she’s learned to take a lot of things for granted. Again, that’s my fault.”

			“But a man in your position… I’m sure some people would love to hurt you. Who’d love to take you down a few pegs?” I push back. “Isn’t it possible—” 

			“No. It’s not. I am more plugged into this town than anybody, and I would know if somebody in this town were coming for me or mine,” he says flatly. “And believe me—I would take steps to ensure that would never come to pass. Ever.” 

			There’s a cold certainty in his voice that gives me pause. I don’t doubt he believes that’s true. I don’t doubt that being the major player in town, he believes he’s untouchable. But having done this job for as long as I have, and having seen some of the things that have come to pass, I know nothing is further from the truth. Nobody is untouchable.

			Something tells me, though, that he knows that already. There’s something in his eyes that isn’t quite as confident as he’s posturing himself to be. I don’t know what it is. I can’t quite put my finger on it. But I know there’s something he’s not saying—something he’s holding back. It could be something as simple as fear. Maybe he’s afraid that something did happen to his daughter but doesn’t want to say anything. Guys in his position don’t ever let themselves show vulnerability or weakness. 

			But as I watch him, a cool mask of neutrality descends over his face, and any trace of uncertainty that had been in his eyes vanishes. His face is completely slack, devoid of any emotion at all. 

			“Agents, I appreciate your concern. I truly do,” he says. “But I guarantee that my daughter will come sauntering back soon enough. This is being blown way out of proportion. Kimbra is simply off on the party circuit which, while not necessarily smart, is not illegal either. She is a twenty-three-year-old woman after all.”

			“We understand, Mr. Powers. But if you—”

			He shakes his head, cutting me off. “I’m trying to run a business here, and this has taken up enough of my time. There is no abduction. Nor is there a story to feed to the media,” he says. “My daughter will turn up as she always does. So, again, I thank you for your concern. But if there’s nothing else, please show yourselves out.”

			Astra and I exchange a look, and I give her a shrug. He’s right about Kimbra being an adult, and there’s nothing we can do to compel him to help us. So, we get to our feet and head for the door. We silently make our way back to the elevator car where Patterson is waiting with a smug smirk on his face. Thankfully, he holds his tongue, but he doesn’t join us on our way back down the elevator either. He simply taps his ID card and watches us amusedly.

			As the car descends, Astra turns to me. “You get the feeling Powers isn’t being one hundred percent straight with us?”

			“Yeah, I got that feeling.” 

			“But we can’t force him to help us.”

			I shake my head. “We can’t.”

			She faces forward again, her lips pursed, a thoughtful look on her face. I watch the numbers of the floors descending as we pass each one, my mind spinning like a top. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why Powers is stonewalling us. The only reason I can think of is that he’s being threatened into keeping silent about the abduction. That might account for the strange, fearful look in his eye I’d seen. But who could possibly intimidate a man of this stature, a man who owns half of this city?

			Astra finally turns back to me. “So, are we going to drop this and head back to Seattle?” 

			I give her a look and raise my eyebrow. “No. We’re going to stay here and work this with or without Dylan Powers’s help,” I say. “I believe Kimbra Powers and Natalia Goode were abducted. Now, we just need to prove it. And when we do, we’ll find them.” 

			“That’s my girl,” Astra says with a wide smile. 
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“My God,” Miller Henson gasps as he steps forward and pulls me into a tight embrace. “Look at you, Blake. You’re all growed up now.”

			“It happens,” I reply with a smile. 

			“Jesus. Last time I saw you, you were just a rookie fresh out of the academy,” he goes on. “Green as hell, but you had good instincts. Even then.”

			I smile at him. “And the last time I saw you, Miller, you had hair.”

			I run a hand over his bald pate, making him laugh. “Still a smartass, I see.”

			I shrug. “Some things never change.” 

			“Yeah, well, time takes a toll on us all,” he replies. “I can’t wait for the day you turn gray and start sagging in places you can’t even conceive of yet. When that day comes, you come talk to me. Odds are, I’ll be able to use a good laugh.”

			We share a chuckle standing in the hallway outside the conference room he’s let us commandeer. I haven’t seen Miller in a decade. The Bureau is full of terrible people, but Miller has always been one of the good ones. He was my first partner after I graduated from the academy and got my assignment under Jonas Hobbs in Organized Crime. We only worked together very briefly before he got promoted out, but I learned a lot from him in that handful of months. He helped me get my legs under me when I was just starting out and taught me some key investigative techniques that I still use to this day.

			“Astra, this is SAC Miller Henson,” I introduce them. “Miller, this is my partner, Astra Russo.” 

			They shake hands, and like every other man, he looks instantly smitten with her. Astra gives him a smile. 

			“It’s nice to meet you, SAC Henson,” she says. 

			“Miller. Please,” he says with a flirty grin. “And the pleasure’s all mine.” 

			“Down, boy,” I crack with a smirk. “She’s spoken for.” 

			“Pity,” he replies with a grin. 

			At fifty-four, Miller is aging pretty well. His thick goatee is still salt and pepper rather than all gray, and his blue eyes still sparkle with the same mischievous light I remember from back in the day. Miller’s five-ten or so and is still pretty fit—though he’s developed a bit of what I call the administrative paunch around his midsection. Being behind a desk all day and not out in the field takes a toll on your physical fitness.

			It’s a good reminder to me that I’m going to need to work harder to keep myself in shape now that I’m going to be spending more time behind my desk. Or rather, I’m going to need to make the time to put in the work to keep myself in shape. 

			“Anyway, thank you for giving us the room to work here,” I say.

			“Of course, of course,” he nods. “But I have to ask… do you think there’s a case here? I mean, her own father thinks she took off to party somewhere. And so do the cops.”

			“They initially called it an abduction,” I say. “They’ve apparently amended their first reports now, but initially, they called it a possible abduction. And I can’t discount the possibility that Dylan Powers leaned on them hard enough to change their determination.”

			“Yeah, that wouldn’t be the most shocking thing to ever happen. Powers has Metro wrapped around his little finger,” he says. “But still, Kimbra Powers is a known party girl. And having the kind of money she’s got, she could be anywhere in the world right now.” 

			“You’re not wrong. But I don’t know if Natalia Goode has the same reputation. I don’t know if she would blow off work to go party somewhere with Kimbra. And until I find out one way or the other, I’m going to treat this like an abduction,” I tell him. “There’s just something about this case—something about Dylan Powers—that makes me think there’s more going on here. A lot more. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it in my bones.” 

			“That’s good enough for me,” Miller nods. “Your instincts have always been spot on. Consider all my resources at your disposal. Whatever you need, be it a pen and paper or a tac team, just ask. You’ll have it.”

			“Thanks, Miller. I appreciate it,” I say.

			“Of course,” he replies. “And it’s really good to see you again, kid.” 

			“You too, Grampa.” 

			He chortles out a laugh. “Grampa, huh? I would kick your ass for that if it weren’t an HR violation. And hey, congratulations on the promotion. Unit Chief is a big deal,” he says. “I heard all about what you’ve accomplished, and I couldn’t be prouder. This is the first step toward those bigger things I said you were destined for all those years ago.” 

			I reach out, take his hand, and give it a firm squeeze. Miller was always one of my biggest supporters and cheerleaders in those early days. He was like a big brother and pushed me to excel. I’m not going to say he made me, and I won’t say I wouldn’t be where I am now without him, but he certainly helped my confidence. He helped me learn to trust my instincts. And that’s not nothing in my book. My lips curl upward into a fond smile. 

			“I probably never said it enough back then, but I appreciate everything you ever did for me, Miller,” I tell him. 

			“You’re right. You never said it enough,” he replies with a grin.

			“Before we head back to Seattle, you and I are having dinner. Wherever you want,” I promise. “My treat.” 

			“I have expensive tastes, kid.” 

			I shrug. “Hey, I’m making that Unit Chief money now. I got you.”

			“I can almost taste the lobster now.”

			“Lobster?” I question. “Huh. When did they start serving lobster at McDonald’s?” 

			He chuckles. “McDonald’s, huh?”

			“Only the best for you, my friend.”

			He turns and is still laughing as he walks away from us, his voice echoing down the hallway. Astra is smiling wide, her eyes tracking him as he walks away.

			“He seems nice,” she says.

			“He’s the best,” I reply. “And you’re already attached.” 

			“What? I was just saying he seems nice.”

			“Uh-huh,” I note with a laugh. 

			“There’s nothing wrong with a little window shopping,” she shrugs. “Studies say it makes you appreciate what you have at home all the more.”

			“Studies?” 

			“I’m sure there are studies,” she chirps. “There are always studies.” 

			We share a laugh as we head into the conference room together. The rest of the team is already gathered around the table, finishing up their lunch. With their laptops wired to a pair of monitors each, Rick and Nina have taken over the far end of the long oak table. Lucas and Mo are seated to our left, so Astra drops into the chair across from them, leaving me the seat at the head of the table. 

			“Thank you for getting our war room all set up and ready, Lucas and Nina,” I start. “Was there anything else you needed?” 

			They both shake their heads. “Nope,” Nina says. “SAC Henson has given us everything we need. He’s been really helpful.” 

			“He’s one of the good ones,” I tell her. “Okay, Lucas and Mo, anything from Metro?”

			“Does the runaround count as anything?” Mo asks.

			“Detective Bryson has backtracked on everything and doesn’t seem to think Kimbra Powers is even missing now,” Lucas reports. “He says she’s off on a bender—which, of course, contradicts his original case notes.” 

			“We have to consider the fact that his opinion may have changed as he looked at the facts on the ground,” Mo offers. 

			“Or his opinion might have changed when Dylan Powers leaned on him,” Astra counters. 

			“What did he have to say?” Mo asks.

			Astra and I take turns filling them in on everything Powers had to say. When we finish, I sit back in my chair and let them all digest everything we just told them. Lucas sits up and clears his throat.

			“Not to be the contrarian of the group or anything—” 

			“When are you not the contrarian of the group? That’s kind of your thing, Lucas,” Astra says with a grin. A smattering of good-natured laughter passes through the room.

			It’s true that Lucas does sometimes come off as a contrarian, but it’s not because he’s deliberately trying to be a pain in the backside. He asks good questions and makes good points, and he’s hungry as hell to improve. At the very least, he gives me food for thought and keeps me honest. I can respect him for looking at things in a different way than I do because I think that overall, it helps the quality and integrity of our investigation. There is no downside to considering any number of different views and theories in an investigation.

			In a way, Lucas reminds me of how I started out in the Bureau all those years ago, under Henson and Hobbs. I know I annoyed them to no end with my constant prodding, pushing, and determination to figure out everything I could. I guess that determination is what led me to where I am now—and I certainly can’t fault Lucas for having that same drive, that same fire in his belly that I had. He’s still a little wet behind the ears, but he’ll make a hell of an agent someday.

			He returns her smile. “Fine. I suppose that’s true. Although I like to call it injecting a bit of logic into things,” he says. “So, in that spirit, isn’t it entirely possible that Powers is right and his daughter just skipped off to the next party? From everything we’ve all gathered, that seems to be her thing.” 

			“Oh, it’s entirely possible,” I acknowledge. “But I’m not going to just take the word of a group of people who seem to have a vested interest in not cooperating with us. Powers was hiding something. What that is, I don’t know. It could be something entirely benign, and he could end up being right that Kimbra is drunk in Ibiza or wherever the rich kids go to party. But I’m not willing to go back to Seattle until we’ve proven that.”

			“Speaking of which—Rick, have you or Nina tracked her cell by chance?” Astra asks.

			“We’ve tried but it’s off,” he reports.

			“The last ping we got was here in Vegas. But then it looks like it was switched off,” Nina adds. “That was two days ago.” 

			I turn to Lucas. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange that a young twenty-something party girl wouldn’t have her phone turned on?” 

			“It is strange. I’ll give you that,” he admits. “But it’s also very possible her phone is broken. Or maybe she’s got a second phone and is using that one. If her relationship with her dad is as rocky as we’ve been told, maybe she specifically had a second phone just to hide from him.”

			I nod. “Good point.”

			“It’s possible,” Astra says. “There are a lot of things that are possible. Which is why it’s on us to do our jobs and figure out what’s going on here. If these girls are in trouble and need our help, we need to find them. Quickly.”

			“And if there’s nothing here, if it’s all smoke and no fire, we need to know that too,” I add. “Like I said, we’re not heading home until we know for sure one way or the other.” 

			“That’s fair,” Lucas nods.

			I look at the DMV pictures of the two girls on the monitors hanging on the wall and think about what we’ve collected to this point—which is very little. This early into the investigation, it’s not surprising; but I wish Metro had done a better job of putting together a case file or conducted any sort of investigation before writing it off and kicking it over to us. As I look at the pictures and study their faces, a thought occurs to me. 

			“What if we’re looking at this backward?” I ask.

			“What do you mean?” Astra answers my question with a question.

			“So far, all our focus has been on Kimbra. She’s the daughter of somebody wealthy and famous, so she seems like the natural target,” I explain. “But what if Natalia was the target and Kimbra is just… collateral damage?” 

			“You think?” Astra asks.

			I shrug. “Don’t know. I’m just spitballing here,” I say. “But she’s young. She’s beautiful. It wouldn’t be the first time a deranged fan kidnapped, or tried to kidnap, the object of their fantasies.” 

			“That’s not a bad thought,” Astra says with a wicked grin. “Rick, can you confirm your whereabouts two nights ago?” 

			Rick looks up from his computer. “Yeah, actually I can. I was watching you work the pole on the main stage down at the Itchy Kitty Gentleman’s Club.” 

			As the room erupts into laughter, Astra opens her mouth to reply but realizes she has nowhere to go and closes it again. He scored the kill shot. With a wide smile on her face, she nods and holds her hands up in surrender, conceding the point to him. I give everybody a minute or two to settle down and then try to refocus them on the task at hand. 

			“All right, all right. Let’s settle down,” I say. 

			The room grows quiet, but everybody is still smirking at one another. I give Astra a shrug and have to stifle the giggle that bubbles up in my throat, earning a look of dark reproach from her. There’s not much I can do to soothe the burns. It was a great comeback. He torched her. 

			“Okay, Rick and Nina, I want you both to dig into Natalia Goode,” I tell them. “I want to know everything about her—especially whether she has a history of bad behavior and worse life choices. Is she a party girl? Does she disappear for days at a time? We need to know everything about her we can find.” 

			“On it,” Rick and Nina chirp in unison. 

			I turn to Astra. “Didn’t Powers say it was Natalia’s sister who called and said they were missing?” 

			She nods. “Yeah. He did.”

			“Great. Let’s track this sister down and see what we can get from her,” I say then turn back. “Lucas, Mo, I want you to go to the Cosmopolitan. Check out their room and bag up any evidence you may find. Metro has already been through there, so it might be a mess, but do the best you can.”

			“Copy that,” Mo says. 

			“Okay. We’ve all got our assignments,” I say. “Let’s go to work.”
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			Silver Canyon Luxury Condominiums; Las Vegas, NV

			“Thank you for seeing us,” I say.

			“Of course,” she replies. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help find my sister.”

			Natalia Goode’s sister, Jessa, comes out of the kitchen bearing a tray with coffee service. She sets it down on the coffee table that’s between the couch Astra and I are sitting on and the loveseat she lowers herself onto. She sniffs loudly and dabs at her eyes with a paper napkin, and then a tense silence descends over the room as we all take a moment to dress our coffee. As we do, I take the opportunity to study Jessa Goode a little more closely. 

			With the same black hair and icy blue eyes, Jessa is as gorgeous as her sister. She’s long and lithe with a toned body that befits her career as a professional dancer. She moves with such grace, it sometimes seems like she’s floating above the ground instead of walking on it like the rest of us. She’s maybe an inch shorter than Natalia but has the same curves and flawless complexion. If she hadn’t gone the ballet and performance route, I’m guessing she’d probably be doing photoshoots for lingerie and swimwear like her little sister. 

			Though she’s doing her best to keep her emotions locked down, it’s easy to see just how deeply her sister’s disappearance is impacting her, and my heart immediately goes out to her. Having gone through the same thing, I know exactly what she’s feeling right now. She feels lost and powerless. Frustrated and angry. She wants to lash out but doesn’t know who to lash out at. But most of all, she’s feeling fear.

			Underneath it all, though, she’s feeling a profound sense of regret. She’s wondering if she was good enough for Natalia. She’s wondering if she made her little sister feel appreciated enough. She’s wondering if she told Natalia that she loved her often enough. She’s questioning whether she did right by her sister and is mentally cataloging all the things she wishes she could have done differently with her. I know exactly what is going through her mind because I’ve been there. I just hope we can give Jessa the sort of happy ending I got—minus the whole political assassin and nearly being killed thing. 

			“So, Jessa, I’m sorry that we have to even be here asking these questions,” I start. “But it’s unfortunately necessary—”

			“It’s fine. Like I said, I just want my sister back. I’ll do whatever I have to do.”

			“So, you two were close?” Astra asks.

			She nods. “Very,” she tells us. “Not so much when we were kids but as we’ve gotten older, we’ve become very close. She’s my best friend.” 

			I take a sip of my coffee and then set my cup back down on the table. Jessa’s eyes are red and puffy, her cheeks splotchy, and tears spill from the corners of her eyes. I look around her apartment, giving her a moment to gather herself. Jessa’s apartment is nice, but it’s sparsely furnished. The woman seems to be a minimalist to the core. It’s so stark that it almost seems like a model unit, the sort they show prospective buyers. 

			Everything is clean and gleaming white. What furniture she has is thoroughly modern. It’s all white and stainless steel, giving it a very cold and sterile feel. Mixed in with some framed black and white artistic photography pieces on the walls are framed posters from the various ballets she’s danced in. There are a few vases with flowers in a rainbow of vivid hues spread around the condo. As the only spots of color in the entire place, they break up the startling whiteness of the decor, making them stand out even more. 

			“We understand it was you who called the police to report your sister and Kimbra Powers missing,” I say once she’s composed herself.

			Jessa nods. “I did. We were supposed to get together for lunch, and she never showed up. Hasn’t returned my calls or my texts. It’s not like her. Natalia’s phone is usually glued to her hand,” she says. “And it’s especially unlike her because I’m not in town a lot, so, when I am, we always make plans to get together. It’s like… it’s our special time together. We never miss it. No matter what. We only had a couple of days because I was going to Paris for a show, and she was scheduled to go to the Seychelles for a shoot. We wanted to be sure we got at least a night together here. And I know she wouldn’t have just blown it off.”

			“Do you know Kimbra Powers?” Astra asks.

			Jess rolls her eyes. “Yeah. I know her.”

			“Not a fan I take it?” Astra follows up.

			“Not really,” she replies. “I mean, she’s nice enough and all, I guess. But she’s a big party girl and she’s into some bad scenes. I’ve always thought she was a bad influence on my sister. But I know that Natalia is a strong woman with clear boundaries, so I trusted her to stay above all that. She loves her career and has some big plans for the future. I just…”

			Her voice trails off and she chokes back a sob. Jessa looks down at her hands, which she’s wringing together furiously, her face clouded over with emotion. 

			“You just what, Jessa?” I ask gently. 

			“I just… I worry that she got caught up in some of the bad scenes Kimbra gets herself into,” Jessa says with a loud sniff. “I’m worried she’s missing because of something that girl got them into.” 

			“We don’t know Kimbra, so forgive me for asking,” I start, “but what sort of bad scenes does she get herself into?”

			“You know how the modeling industry can be,” Jessa says. “They keep those girls drugged out of their minds so they don’t have to eat. Certain parts of the dance world aren’t much better, but this is beyond anything I’ve ever seen. Kimbra thinks nothing of it. She’s always running off with sketchy guys at all hours of the morning.”

			“Dealers?” Astra asks. 

			Jessa shrugs. “Well, they aren’t Boy Scouts, I’ll tell you that much,” she says. “Who knows what one of those people might do when they find a young, pretty girl out of her mind on one drug or another? I know what they sometimes do to…”

			She lets her voice taper off again and looks away, shaking her head, her face etched with misery and fear. She doesn’t need to finish that statement. I already know where her mind was going. People who are on drugs tend to make impulsive and sometimes violent decisions. Fear and paranoia mixed with the drugs they’re on can make them do terrible things.

			Both Kimbra and Natalia are young, beautiful, and wealthy. They’d be easy targets for predators to take advantage of. If they ran into somebody who’d want to drug them and take advantage of them, something very bad could have happened to them. 

			“We have our people taking a closer look at their hotel room right now,” I offer. “But the police initially didn’t report any signs of violence. They didn’t report blood or anything broken. It didn’t look like the scene of a crime—” 

			“Yeah, one thing you’re going to learn is that the police in this city can’t be trusted as far as they can be thrown,” she says bitterly. “Dylan Powers has them in his pocket. They’ll do whatever it is he wants them to do. They’ll say whatever he wants them to say.” 

			“Well, I can assure you that Dylan Powers holds no sway over us,” Astra replies. “We’ll know more once our people get done looking at the scene.” 

			Jessa nods, grabs a tissue off the table, and dabs at her eyes again, her expression one of pure pain and misery. She sniffs and uses the tissue to wipe her nose before turning her eyes back to us. 

			“I’m sorry. I’m trying to hold it together. I just…” she doesn’t finish her statement and looks down at her hands again. 

			“You have nothing to apologize for, Jessa,” I tell her. “Believe me, I understand what you’re feeling. You’re holding it together just fine. And even if you weren’t, it’s nobody’s business but yours.” 

			A wavering smile flickers across her lips. “Thank you.” 

			“So, Natalia wasn’t the sort who would blow off a photoshoot just to go party somewhere?” Astra asks. 

			“Oh, God, no. That’s just the thing. She’s so careful to not fall into the seedy side of the industry,” Jessa says. “She doesn’t party, she doesn’t take unofficial clients, she’d never blow off a shoot. She has her eyes set on bigger things. The kinds of things some two-bit dealer in Vegas could never offer her.”

			“I assume that as close as you are, you two are in pretty constant contact with each other? Emails. Texts. FaceTime. Those sorts of things?” Astra goes on, her voice gentle.

			She nods. “Yeah. We talked every few days. We texted almost every day though.” 

			“Did she ever happen to mention whether she was having problems with anybody? Did she mention anybody maybe watching her or following her?” Astra asks. “Anybody that made her uncomfortable, or maybe showing up in odd places repeatedly?” 

			“What, you mean like a stalker? You think she had a stalker that took her?” 

			Astra shrugs. “Because there are so few known facts right now, we’re casting a wide net, and the more information we have, the better.”

			“Oh, God,” Jessa gasps. “I just assumed it had something to do with Kimbra and the people in her orbit. I never considered—” 

			“We don’t know anything for sure just yet, Jessa,” I cut her off before she can start spiraling. “It’s important, though, that we gather as much information as we can so we can start eliminating some of the different theories right now.” 

			“Oh. Okay. Well, no, she never mentioned anybody following her or anything like that. I mean, she had fans, and I know some of them would send her inappropriate things—mostly social media messages and things like that,” she says. “I’d like to believe she would have told me if she had a stalker.” 

			“And she probably would have,” I reply. “But we had to ask the question.”

			“I understand.” 

			“As to those inappropriate messages, we’d like your permission to take Natalia’s laptop with us,” Astra says. “We’d like our techs to review it to see if there’s anything worth looking into.”

			“Yes, of course. Take whatever you need. Anything you think might help,” she says. 

			“Thank you,” I say. “I think we’re done for now. But we may have some follow-up questions. Did you say you were heading for Paris?” 

			She shook her head. “No, I’ve already spoken with the director and let her know what’s happening here. I’m staying until my sister is found.” 

			“Great. Then we know how to contact you if we need to.”

			She nods. “I’ll be here. Please keep me in the loop, agents.”

			“We will,” I say. “I promise.” 

			We get to our feet, and Jessa gives us a key to Natalia’s place. We’ll need to search it and dig out any potential information that might give us a clue whether Natalia was the target or if it was Kimbra Powers. At this point, it’s impossible to say. 

			As I look into Jessa’s eyes and take in her pained, tortured expression, though, almost reliving the myriad of feelings I went through when Kit was taken, all I want is to find her sister alive and unharmed. And as a weak, watery smile touches her full lips, I silently vow to do everything in my power to do just that. 
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			Sagebrush Estates, Residence of Dylan Powers; Henderson, NV

			About half an hour off the Strip is the city of Henderson. Once a small town whose claim to fame was magnesium production for America’s war effort, Henderson is now the second largest city in all of Nevada. It’s a relatively affluent city of more than three hundred thousand souls and has industry, resorts, golf courses, and even a trio of professional minor league sports franchises. It’s well away from the hustle, bustle, and outright chaos of the Strip and the millions of tourists who flock there every year. 

			Henderson is also home to many gated communities that separate the haves from the have-nots. Many of the wealthy businesspeople who’ve planted their flags on the Strip live behind the high, thick walls of the city’s gated communities. And quite a few of them, like Sagebrush Estates, use the retirement community model and operate almost like their own little city-states. They’ve got their stores, restaurants, entertainment complexes, and golf courses, ensuring the rich folk who call these places home never have to mingle with the commoners. 

			Unsurprisingly, Dylan Powers has a home in one of these exclusive housing communities—although property tax records and prints on file show that he is building a massive, state-of-the-art mansion in the even more exclusive foothill region around Henderson. As they say, it’s good to be the king. I pull the SUV to a stop at the guard shack that stands outside the tall, sand-colored walls that surround the Sagebrush Estates and wait as a thirty-something guy in a dark uniform and a ballcap pulled low ambles out. 

			“Can I help you?” he asks. 

			Astra and I badge the guy, and he looks startled for a moment but manages to quickly recover, putting a sober expression on his face. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’re here to see Dylan Powers.” 

			“Uhh… is he expecting you?” the guard asks. 

			“This is a highly sensitive investigation,” I tell him. “You can call ahead and let him know we’re on our way up, but you need to open the gate and let us in.” 

			He stands there for a moment looking hesitant and uncertain. Legally, he doesn’t have to let us in. Sagebrush Estates is private property. We weren’t invited, nor do we have a warrant, so he would be well within his rights to turn us away. I’m hoping he doesn’t know that, though, and will just let us through. Since we’re only here to talk and not to collect evidence, there won’t be any issues with illegal search and seizure.

			But if Powers willingly lets us into his home, and we see something out in the open, that will change the whole ballgame. I honestly doubt there will be anything to see. I think Dylan Powers is a pompous ass who, yeah, is probably a shady-as-hell businessman. I have no trouble believing there is a lot of dirt and blood on his hands when it comes to his business empire. I just don’t believe he had anything to do with his daughter’s disappearance. I think he’s hiding something, but I don’t think it relates to Kimbra and Natalia. 

			“Yeah, all right,” the guard finally relents. “I’ll let you in.” 

			He disappears into the guard shack for a minute then steps back out with a small map and hands it to me. He’s already highlighted the route we need to take through the labyrinth of streets to get to the Powers house. 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			“I’ll just go ahead and call up to the house to let them know to expect you.”

			“That’s great. Thanks again.” 

			He walks back into his shack, and a moment later, the wrought-iron gates embossed with the community’s logo in front of us start to slide open. I wait until there’s enough room, then drive through. It is a labyrinth of streets behind the walls of Sagebrush Estates. Like some of the others, it’s practically its own city with shops and theaters and lots of new construction. They’re still building small businesses and homes. The houses are all large, but they stop just short of being mansions. 

			I pull to a stop in front of Powers’s house, and Astra whistles. It’s hard to not be impressed. It’s a multi-stepped, three-story place done in the same Southwestern architecture as the rest of the community. But unlike most housing tracts, the homes in Sagebrush aren’t cookie-cutter cutouts of each other. Homes in the community all use common paint colors and materials to build them—wood, brick, and stone—to ensure some conformity and to blend in to their surroundings. But every home is unique, probably built to the owner’s aesthetic standards. 

			Powers’s home has lots of smoked glass in the irregularly placed windows. Red tiles cover the multiple high peaked roofs and towers and parapets. The home itself is built of sand- and desert-colored brick and rough stucco material, and there are many rounded archways. Rather than trying to force green grass where it would be difficult to keep alive and lush, Powers embraced the desert and landscaped the exterior of his home with lots of red rock, tall palms, and the scrubby brush of the dry, arid climate around him. It’s beautifully done. But then, given what I’m sure people pay for these homes, I wouldn’t expect anything less. 

			After leaving Jessa Goode’s place, Astra and I decided to swing by and have another conversation with Dylan Powers. I want him to know that I find Jessa credible, and since she thinks Natalia has been taken, it’s good enough for me to open a case. We called Powers’s office but were told he’d already gone home for the day. After that, it didn’t take much for Rick to dig up his home address for us. I want to give him the opportunity to open up and help us. Or rather, to help us help him… and Kimbra.

			I know that showing up at his house uninvited can look like a fairly heavy-handed intimidation tactic. I mean, it’s not like we have anything to share with him. Nor do I think he’ll suddenly be more forthcoming with us. The purpose of our visit is subtler than all that. My experience has taught me that you can learn a lot about a person in their natural habitat. The more comfortable they are, the less guarded they’ll be. They sometimes let things slip. They sometimes speak without meaning to, and once in a while, will tip their hand. 

			I know that somebody like Dylan Powers is a man used to tense, pressure-filled situations; he isn’t likely going to crack just because we roll in to lean on him. He might, but it’s not likely. More than anything, I want him to know that we’re still here and that we’re not going anywhere. That we’re going to keep looking into his daughter’s disappearance and that it would behoove him to help us rather than work against us.

			As we walk to the front door, it opens, and an older man in a dark, finely tailored three-piece suit with a blood red tie and matching pocket square steps out. His suit looks like it cost more than my monthly take-home pay. The man has a full head of white hair that’s expertly coifed and pale blue eyes behind his round, rimless spectacles. He’s about five-nine and thin with a surprisingly pale complexion given the climate; he has the bookish look of an academic. Which makes me think he’s a lawyer—the personal mouthpiece of Dylan Powers. 

			“Harold Beck, Mr. Powers’s attorney,” he greets us on the porch. “We received a call from the gate telling us to expect you.”

			“Yeah, we asked that they call ahead,” Astra tells him as we both badge him. “Agents Russo and Wilder.”

			“Well, Mr. Powers has nothing more to say than he did earlier when you interrogated him in his office—”

			“That was hardly an interrogation,” Astra cuts him off. “We were simply letting him know we are in town to help find his daughter.”

			“Regardless, your questions—without his lawyer present, I might add—were highly inappropriate. Some might even say unethical,” Beck counters. 

			“Are you kidding me right now? There was nothing inappropriate or unethical about our conversation. We were not looking at him as a suspect, so Miranda doesn’t apply,” Astra growls. “We were simply asking him, as the father of one of the missing girls, for some information that might help us find them.”

			“Call it what you will,” Beck replies airily. “It would have been proper form for you two to call ahead so that Mr. Powers could have made an informed decision as to whether he wanted counsel present or not.” 

			I glare hard at the man and try to rein in my temper. I’ve never been a big fan of lawyers to begin with, and Beck is only making that opinion more solid in my mind. I honestly have no idea why he’s on the defensive. We haven’t accused Powers of anything. It’s as if Beck thinks he can knock us off track by coming at us so aggressively. Or that he needs to for some reason. 

			“Mr. Beck,” I start. “We just want to help Mr. Powers—”

			“And again, as he told you earlier, he’s thankful for your offer but—”

			“We’d like to speak with Mr. Powers ourselves,” I cut him off. “We just had a few follow-up questions and would prefer to speak with him face-to-face rather than through his mouthpiece. I’m old-fashioned like that.” 

			“Yes, well, he has nothing to say to you, agents,” Beck replies. “Again, he appreciates your concern and offers to assist, but we are taking care of everything on this end. And as you well know, we are under no obligation to work with or assist you in any fashion. Now, good day.” 

			I shoot Astra a look, and she gives me a slight shrug as Beck begins to turn away. He’s being guarded, and I don’t know why. And I don’t like that I don’t know why. It’s blatantly obvious that he and Powers are hiding something and that there is more at play here than they’re trying to let on. A lot more.

			“You know, it’s funny,” I comment. 

			Beck turns back to me with a quizzical expression on his face. “Funny?” 

			“Yeah,” I reply. “When we spoke with Mr. Powers in his office, he said he was sure that Kimbra was simply off partying somewhere. Said she often just up and disappeared like that. He was sure she’d come stumbling home in a few days.”

			“I assume you have a point, Agent Wilder?” 

			“It’s just that if Kimbra is just out on a bender like Mr. Powers stated, then what is there on your end to handle?” I needle him. “You’re right that you’re under no legal obligation to assist us. But if Kimbra is just off partying somewhere, what is there to assist us with?” 

			Beck stares at us for a long moment, his jaw muscles clenching and unclenching. His eyes dart from me to Astra then back again. And as I watch, I can see the curtain descending over his face as he realizes his mistake and locks himself down. This is as far as we’re going to get with him—or Powers.

			“Good day, agents,” he snaps.

			Beck turns and walks back into the house, slamming the door shut behind him. Astra looks at me with a grin on her face.

			“I’d say it was something you said,” she scoffs. 

			“I’d say so too.” 

			As we walk back to the SUV, I look around the street, a frown pulling the corners of my mouth downward. I wanted to have a chat with Powers. I wanted to see his natural reaction to some of my questions. From a psychological standpoint, his body language and microexpressions could have been a gold mine for me to harvest. But it was not to be. Which means we need another way to mine for the information we need.

			“Well, that was a bust,” Astra grouses. 

			With various phases of this community still under construction, there are plenty of houses still on the market. I look at the one across the street and smile to myself.

			“Maybe not entirely,” I say.  
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			After our conversation with Powers’s mouthpiece, Beck, we hustle back to the field office and pull Miller in for a quick meeting. Politics and power in Vegas being what they are, the last thing I want is to step on his toes or cause him any undue grief with the city’s movers and shakers. So, since we’re visitors here, I figure it’s best to get his approval for what I want to do.

			“Did you guys find anything in their room at the Cosmo?” I ask Lucas and Mo.

			“Way more clothing and makeup than two women should have for a stay of less than a week,” Lucas reports. 

			“Spoken like a guy who knows absolutely nothing about women. And fashion models at that,” Astra quips. “I would have expected it from Rick, but you, too, Lucas? For shame. I’ve never been more disappointed in you.”

			A quiet laugh ripples around the room, the atmosphere somewhat subdued by Miller’s presence in my seat at the head of the table. His seat, really, since this is his station. Having worked with him before, I know he’s a good guy and is the type who cracks jokes and leads when people are being razzed. But my team doesn’t know him. All they know is Miller’s the SAC, so everybody but Astra is busy minding their Ps and Qs. 

			“We didn‘t find any signs of a struggle, no signs of a break-in. There was still a lot of expensive stuff laying around, so I think we can probably toss out the idea of a robbery,” Mo informs us. “It looked to me like they’d just stepped out and were planning on coming back.” 

			Lucas nods. “That’s my read on it too, boss.” 

			“Which, in my mind, takes the air out of the theory that they just blew town to go party somewhere,” Mo says. 

			“Unless they’re holed up somewhere in town and are partying there,” I note.

			Mo shakes her head. “And leave tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of shoes, clothing, cosmetics, and electronics behind?” she asks. “That just doesn’t pass the smell test for me.”

			“They’re scheduled to check out tomorrow, and we checked with the front desk—there have been no calls to extend their stay or book another room,” Lucas adds. “As far as the hotel knows, Kimbra and Natalia will be checking out tomorrow, as scheduled.” 

			“Okay,” I nod. “Rick, Nina, anything on their cells? Credit or debit cards?” 

			“No movement on their cards since the day they were last seen,” Nina says. “No activity on their bank accounts at all.”

			“Nothing from their phones either,” Rick says. “It looks to me like both phones went dark at the same time. Nothing since then.” 

			“Can you tell me where they went dark?” 

			Rick nods and taps away at his computer. A moment later, the screens at the front of the room light up, and a satellite map of the city appears. Rick navigates the map to where he wants it to go, then zooms in on the location and gives us a street-level view of the approximate spot. When I see what image resolves on the screen, I feel the knot in my gut tighten. It’s an empty parking lot behind an old, dilapidated building. The asphalt is cracked and pitted with knee-high weeds sprouting up from the holes.

			As soon as the image comes up, I notice a discernable shift in the conference room. The grins and good-natured energy that had saturated the air around us quickly evaporates and is replaced by something darker. Something grimmer. It’s as if looking at that derelict, old building brings home the certainty that regardless of what Dylan Powers and the local PD say, Kimbra and Natalia aren’t out partying. Something happened to them. And if I were to judge based on the location of their last cell phone ping, it’s something bad.

			“Nothing good ever happens in abandoned buildings,” Astra mutters quietly, her tone reflecting the shift in mood.

			“We’re going to need to get out there and take a look at the area,” I state. “See if we can find anything that might give us a direction.” 

			This entire time, Miller has been patiently sitting in his chair, just watching and listening to everything. He finally leans forward in his seat and folds his hands on top of the conference table. Miller has a sober expression on his face, and I can see in his eyes that he’s moved away from the idea that Metro and Powers were right about Kimbra taking off to chase a good time. And the tightness in his jaw and around his eyes tell me he’s come to the same conclusion the rest of us have. 

			“I’ll send our crime scene techs out there,” he announces. “They’ll take a close look and see if there’s anything to find.” 

			“Thank you, Miller,” I say. 

			He nods. “Of course. I just want to bring these girls home.” 

			I know he said that all I have to do is ask and he’ll give me whatever I need to help our investigation, but asking for help has always been my Achilles heel. I have never been great about asking for help. It’s something I know I need to get over—and I’ve tried. It’s why I usually act first and worry about the consequences later. As they say, it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than it is to ask for permission. It’s a saying I kind of embody. Drawing in a deep breath, I exhale slowly and count to ten as I work up my nerve.

			“Miller, I need something else,” I say. 

			“Name it.” 

			“We need to put Powers under surveillance.” 

			He shakes his head. “We’ll never get a warrant with what we have. Or more accurately, what we don’t have.” 

			“I’m not talking wiretaps or any interior surveillance,” I clarify. “I just want to set up a listening and observation post. There’s a house across the street from the Powers place that’s empty. We can use that. Nothing invasive and nothing illegal. I just want to be able to see who’s coming and going. See who he’s talking to. The girls were taken, and he knows it. I’m guessing he knows who took them—or has at least been in contact with them. And I’m almost one hundred percent positive, he and his lawyer, Harold Beck, are negotiating the ransom.”

			Miller frowns. “You know they don’t have to work with us, Blake. If he decides to negotiate a ransom on his own, there’s nothing we can do to stop him.”

			“You know as well as I do that these abductions for ransom rarely ever go smoothly. Somebody always winds up getting hurt,” I push back. “I want to be there to prevent it if I can. Or, if I can’t, then I want to be there to scoop up these monsters. I don’t want them getting a bag of cash from Powers and then riding off into the sunset.” 

			Miller sits back in his chair again and strokes his chin. He looks away, his face pinched in the way it always gets when he’s deep in thought. I know he’s calculating whether there is enough of a benefit in this to make it worth the effort. Or if the hit he’ll take if something goes wrong, if we’re wrong, or can’t catch the kidnapper, will cost him too much. It’s an unfortunate reality that Miller has to do this sort of cost-benefit analysis in his head, but as the SAC in a town as political as Vegas, he has no choice.

			But deep down, I know Miller is a man who will set aside political considerations to do the right thing. He’s pretty savvy when it comes to maneuvering through the landscape of bureaucracy. He’s a hell of a lot better at it than I am. Miller knows how to play the game in ways I’ll never understand. 

			“Okay,” he says. “But we need to keep this low-key. I mean low-key.”

			I nod. “That’s fine. Subtle. I can do subtle.” 

			He laughs. “You forget that I know you, Blake. Subtle is one of the last words I’d use to describe you.”

			“Right?” Astra adds with a grin. “I’ve told her that more times than I can count.” 

			Miller gives her a grin. “I like her, Blake.” 

			“I’m on the fence about her right now,” I say. 

			“All right, I can give you one two-man team to run surveillance out of that house, so you’ll have to work it in shifts,” he says. “I’ll call and get permission from the developers.” 

			“That’s great, Miller. Thank you,” I say. 

			“No sneak and peeks, no wiretaps,” he goes on. “You’re limited to what you can collect doing visual surveillance.”

			“Can we get a full surveillance package?” I ask. “I’d love to have a parabolic mic on that house.” 

			“Yeah, we can do that,” he tells us. “But I mean it. You are not to make entry into the house. Or his cars. You stay out of his house and off his property. You got me?”

			I snap him a salute. “Aye, aye, Captain. I got you. I promise you that I have no intention of going into his house. Or his car.” 

			“Just like you had no intention of going into that gun runner’s house—” 

			“Oh my God, Miller. That was a long time ago. I can’t believe you are still holding onto that?” I say with a laugh. 

			“It just illustrates the point that you sometimes wind up doing exactly what you had no intention of doing,” he replies with a shrug. 

			I flash him a smile. “I’ve grown a lot since then. I’ve matured.” 

			He glances at Astra and raises an eyebrow at her. “Has she?”

			“No, not really.” 

			Everybody laughs, and I can see my team starting to loosen up a little bit. I’m sure it’s going to be a process, but they’ll hopefully come to see Miller in the same light I do.  

			“Okay, so now that we’ve concluded the ‘rip on Blake’ portion of our evening, shall we move on?” I ask. 

			“I suppose,” Miller says. “Though I have to tell you that I have missed these ‘rag on Blake’ sessions. I didn’t realize just how much until now.”

			“That’s wonderful. And we’re moving on now,” I say. “Miller, what can you tell me about Dylan Powers? Do you think he’s a man who thinks he can take on a kidnapper and come out on top?” 

			“Powers thinks he’s going to come out on top of whatever situation he’s in. He’s cocky. Arrogant. But he’s cool under pressure and doesn’t get rattled easily,” he replies. “He’s got his private army—ex-military—who have his back. So, yeah, I have a feeling he thinks he’d be able to get over on the kidnappers.”

			“Do you think he’ll pay the ransom?” Astra asks. “Or do you—”

			“Oh, no. He’ll double-cross them in a heartbeat. He can’t let anybody else think he’s weak or that he’s a mark who can be taken advantage of,” Miller shakes his head. “I can almost guarantee you that if he sets up a ransom drop with these guys, he’s not going to bring the money. He’s going to bring shovels to bury them out in the desert somewhere.” 

			“Okay then. Sounds like we’re on a clock, so we better get to work,” I say. “I appreciate you giving us a big assist here, Miller.”

			“Of course. We’re on the same team here,” he replies. “Now, get out there and make me look good, huh?” 

			“We’ll do our best,” I say.  

			Miller gets up and heads out of the conference room, ostensibly to get us clearance for the house as well as have somebody put together the surveillance package. Realistically, the odds of us happening to catch something outside Powers’s home, even on a parabolic mic, are slim. Lucky for me, I know my team is always prepared. When Miller closes the door behind him, I turn to Rick and Nina. 

			“Tell me you’ve got an acoustic mic in your bag of tricks,” I say.

			“I never leave home without it,” Rick grins brightly. 

			“How do you think he eavesdrops on his ex-girlfriend?” Astra asks.

			“I haven’t done that in a while,” he cracks. “It’s been at least a week.”

			I laugh softly. “Mo, Lucas, take the acoustic mic with you and use it to—augment—the surveillance package Miller’s hooking us up with.” 

			“Augment, huh?” Mo asks with a grin. 

			“Is that legal?” Lucas frowns. “Let’s also not forget that SAC Henson specifically said—” 

			“We’re not bugging Powers’s phone lines. And we’re not going into his house,” I point out. “It’s not all that different than using the parabolic mic to pick up conversations they’re having outside. And he didn’t say anything about not using the acoustic.” 

			Lucas chuckled. “Is this one of those times when it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission?” 

			“Basically, yeah.” 

			The acoustic mic is different in that it can essentially hear through walls. Or windows, anyway. If people are speaking near a window, the acoustic mic can pick up the conversation through the vibrations it creates in the glass. As far as I’m concerned, it’s not very different than using the parabolic mic. Whether we need a warrant to use it is a gray area in my mind. But so long as we develop information from it independently and never have to bring up the fact that we used it, it’s all good. 

			“Lucas and Mo, you’re going to take the first shift at our observation post,” I say. “Miller’s men will take the second shift. I want you guys to watch him closely. If he leaves the house, tail him. Discreetly. We don’t want him knowing we’re tailing him.” 

			“Got it, boss,” Mo replies. 

			“Nina, can you print up a copy of Kimbra and Natalia’s credit and debit card receipts showing their last transactions?” I ask. “Astra and I will go check out their last known locations. If we’re lucky we can pick up a lead from there.” 

			“On it,” Nina says. 

			“Rick, keep on their phones and their financials,” I tell him. “If you get any hits on those cards, let us know right away.” 

			“Copy that,” he replies. 

			“All right, we’ve got our assignments,” I say. “Let’s go find these girls.” 
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			The Neon Coconut; Las Vegas, NV

			“You’re kidding me. They spent most of the night hanging out in some of the most exclusive clubs in Vegas,” Astra says. “What in the hell were they doing in a dump like this?” 

			“You know, you’re really one to talk for a girl who spent her best years trawling at Barnaby’s for fresh meat.” 

			“Hey now. Barnaby’s is a dive bar. There are dive bars, and then there are sewage pits,” she protests. “This place falls squarely into the latter category.”

			I laugh as we step into the Neon Coconut. I can’t disagree with her. This place is a pit. The interior of the bar is dim and mostly lit by garish neon, preventing me from seeing how dirty and grim the place really is. My guess, though, is that this is not a place I’d ever want to walk barefoot in under any circumstances. Just breathing the air in here seems dicey enough.

			Half a dozen guys who look burned out and beaten down sit at the bar pumping quarters into the video poker machines as fast as they’re downing shots. It’s a two-pronged effort to drown out their problems. Booths line the wall to our left, tables fill the center of the long room, and slot machines are lined up in an alcove near the back of the bar. Though high-powered fans suck out the worst of the smoke, the stench of cigarettes lingers in the air. 

			The bar is about half-full, and the Jimmy Buffet-style island and steel drum music pumping out of the speakers is punctuated by the ringing of bells and electronic beeping of the electronic games. It’s meant to have a fun and lively atmosphere, and yet the actual effect seems to be grimmer and more depressing than anything. There’s an almost desperate and frantic energy saturating the air around us. To me, it’s the epitome of the Vegas experience.

			“You current on your hepatitis shots?” Astra asks. 

			“No, but being in here is a good reminder that I need to get up-to-date on them.” 

			“Then I don’t recommend drinking from any of their glasses.” 

			“Good tip,” I nod. “Safety first.” 

			A forty-something woman with hair that’s been bleached almost white and flat, blue eyes approaches us. She looks a little tired and worn out by life, but she doesn’t look like the type who ever stops fighting. She’s wearing a black miniskirt and a midriff-baring T-shirt that seems three sizes too small. She’s got the figure to pull it off, though, so kudos to her. 

			“You can just sit wherever you want,” she tells us. “Order at the bar when you’re ready.” 

			We badge her, and the woman gives us a look of bored disinterest. She might be the first person who’s ever not looked surprised or fearful when we flashed her our badges. Instead, she gives me a shrug, her face otherwise expressionless.

			“Nice badges,” she remarks, “but it’s not the best photo of you on your creds.” 

			My lips twitch with a smile. I like this woman. 

			“She’s right,” Astra says, giving me a wink. “I’ve been telling her to retake that photo for years now. Think she listens to me?”

			“Of course, she doesn’t,” the woman says, finally cracking a smile. “So, what can I do for you, agents?” 

			I pull out my phone and call up the picture of Kimbra and Natalia and show it to her. The woman leans forward and studies the picture for a long moment then shakes her head. 

			“Nah. I don’t recognize ‘em,” she says. “They rob a bank or somethin’?” 

			I give her a smile. “No. Nothing like that,” I reply. “Can you point us to the manager?” 

			“Yeah, sure. Dale’s in his office in the back not workin’. As usual,” she says and gestures to a door behind the bar. “But you might want to knock first so you don’t walk in on somethin’ you don’t want to see.”

			“Thanks for the heads up,” Astra says. 

			“Honey, I’ve walked in on stuff that’s gonna haunt me for the rest of my life,” the waitress says. “I consider givin’ a warning the decent thing to do.” 

			I laugh and pull a twenty and my card out of my pocket and hand them to her. “Thank you for the information. And if you do happen to recall anything about these girls or hear anything about them, give me a call if you would.” 

			“You got it.” 

			Astra leads the way as we head to the door the waitress pointed out to us. We step into the back, which is a storeroom filled with kegs, boxes of beer and liquor, shelves full of loose bottles, and everything else the bar needs to operate. It’s thankfully free of the blinding neon lights out front, but it’s dim. Light spills from an open doorway near the back, so we head that direction to find a man leaning back in his chair, his feet up on his desk, sound asleep. 

			“I guess this is Dale,” I observe.

			“At least we didn’t walk in on him doing something that would have scarred us for life.”

			“Thank God for small miracles.” 

			The office itself is a wreck. An ashtray overflowing with butts sits on the desk surrounded by stacks of papers and binders. A half-empty bottle of Jack sits on the corner, but I don’t see a glass anywhere. The walls are dirty and have a yellow tinge that’s obviously from years of cigarette smoke. Posters and out-of-date calendars, all of them depicting mostly naked women, hang on the walls around the office, and sitting on the table against the wall behind the man’s desk is a bank of six monitors, each of them showing a different angle inside the bar. 

			“You want to do the honors?” Astra asks.

			“Nah. Have at it.”

			“Thanks. You’re the best,” she replies with a mischievous grin. 

			Astra steps in and kicks the back leg of the man’s chair so it starts to rock backward. He sputters and spits as the sensation of falling snaps him back to consciousness. He overcorrects, though, and ends up tipping himself to the side, slipping out of his chair, and hitting the ground with a hard thump. He knocks over the trash can that’s sitting next to his desk, sending crumpled-up balls of paper, beer bottles, and cigarette butts scattering across the floor. He jumps up, nearly falling over again before managing to get his legs under him. The man rounds on us, his face twisted with rage.

			“What the hell?” he shouts. “Who the hell are you and what are you doing back here?” 

			Dale is about five-eight and built like a bean pole. Wiry is probably the best way to describe him. His black hair is flecked with gray, falls to his shoulders, and looks like it hasn’t been washed in days. He’s got several days’ worth of stubble on his face, dark eyes, and deeply tanned skin. He’s wearing black jeans, black boots, and a black polo shirt with the bar’s logo above the left breast. Tattoos are visible crawling up his neck from beneath the collar on his shirt, and I can see more poking out from beneath the cuffs. 

			“Are you Dale?” I ask.

			“Yeah, what of it?” 

			“Dale what?” 

			“Dale Tucker,” he growls. “Who the hell are you?” 

			We flash him our badges. “Agents Wilder and Russo.” 

			He licks his lips nervously and shifts on the balls of his feet. Tucker clears his throat and wipes his nose with his sleeve, doing his best to adopt an air of confidence. That swagger, though, doesn’t reach his eyes, and he’s looking pretty jittery. It makes me wonder what we’d find if we ran his ID through the various law enforcement databases. 

			“FBI?” he asks. “What do you want with me?” 

			“You? Nothing,” Astra replies and pulls out her phone, showing him the photos. “You recognize these two?” 

			He looks at the pictures briefly but then scoffs. “Lady, we have hundreds of people through here a night—”

			“Hundreds?” Astra interrupts, giving him a pointed look at the monitors behind him. 

			He glowers at her for a minute. “Point is, I got too many people going through here a day to remember two girls.”

			“That’s fine. I get it. We’re going to need your security footage from the night they were in here then,” I tell him. 

			He smirks at me. “You got a warrant?” 

			I laugh softly and put a saccharine-sweet smile on my face. “I don’t. But I can certainly go and get one. In the meantime, we’re going to have to shut down your bar—just to preserve the integrity of the evidence and make sure nothing gets accidentally deleted,” I say. “That will, of course, also bring a lot of cops in here and put you and this bar under a microscope. Could be they find a lot of problems in here that will be an absolute headache for you to deal with—”

			“Like health code violations,” Astra mutters.

			“To start with,” I reply. “So, tell me, Dale, do you really want to bring that sort of heat down on your bar when all I’m asking for is the footage from one night?” 

			His face flushes, and his expression tightens as he imagines an army of cops descending on the place. Dale’s eyes dart to the left and the right as if he’s searching for an escape route, and a thin sheen of sweat forms on his forehead. His reaction makes me wonder what he’s hiding in this rathole of a bar. But it isn’t my priority. And it will remain off my radar as long as he can give me what we need. 

			“So, how about it, Dale?” I press. “Going to do your civic duty and help us out?” 

			The gleam of defiance that had glittered in his eyes fades and he frowns. He spins around in his seat and starts tapping on the keyboard on the desk beneath the monitors. 

			“What’s the date?” he asks, his voice tight with anger. 

			I show him the date and time stamp on the receipt Nina had pulled up for us and Dale calls up the appropriate marker on the video screen. 

			“Take it back another hour,” I tell him.

			He does as I ask, and we watch in silence for a few minutes. The bar wasn’t particularly busy that night, so it isn’t hard to pick out individual people on the screen.

			“There,” Astra says. 

			She points as Kimbra and Natalia step into the screen. We watch as they take a seat in one of the booths along the wall. They’re eventually approached by one of the waitresses who takes their orders and then comes back a few minutes later to drop them off. The two young women sit there talking and drinking. It’s all mundane and ordinary. It’s just a couple of young women out on the town enjoying a night out together. Still a bit strange that they apparently came here after a night of partying it up on the Strip, but hey, whatever works.

			Moments later, though, a man steps into the frame and makes a beeline straight for their table. He stands at the table talking to them. Because the cameras are visual only, we can’t hear what they’re saying. But they seem friendly enough, and the longer he stands there chatting them up, the more I get the feeling they know each other. He reaches forward and takes Kimbra’s hands in his own, seeming to be shaking them. It’s a slick, polished move, but he can’t get one over on me. 

			“There,” I say. “Stop and rewind a minute.” 

			“What did you see?” Astra asks.

			“Yeah, what did you see?” Dale echoes. 

			“Let it play,” I order.

			He does. And when I see him taking her hands again, I point to the screen.

			“It’s an exchange,” I explain. “He’s a dealer.” 

			Astra nods. “You’re right. I can’t believe I didn’t see that.” 

			“I need you to send a copy of that footage to my tech,” I say and give him an email address. “Make sure you get it over ASAP.”

			“Yeah. I’m on it,” he says. 

			“Do you know that guy?” I ask Dale.

			He shakes his head. “Never seen him before in my life.” 

			“Listen,” Astra jumps in. “We’re not looking to jam you up on some penny ante drug charge. We don’t care. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.” 

			“I’m telling you I don’t know the guy,” Dale protests. “I’ve seen him around before, sure. But it’s not like I sit down and talk to the guy. Customer service ain’t my thing. I hire people who deal with the customers.” 

			I lean down closer to him, staring him in the eyes, and immediately regret it as the stink of stale beer, cigarettes, and body odor fills my nose. I hate the stench of cigarettes more than anything. But I’m trying to intimidate the guy, so I can’t exactly back away now. So, I focus on taking shallow breaths through the mouth. 

			“Dale, we’re going to find out who this guy is,” I tell him. “And when we do, if he tells us a different story and that you two are best friends, believe me when I say I’m going to make it my life’s work to get you tossed into prison. Do you understand me?” 

			“Yeah, yeah. But like I said, I don’t know the guy,” he protests again.

			I stay where I am, trying to keep my eyes from watering and to look as intimidating as I can. He squirms in his chair, unable to look me in the eye.

			“I swear to God, I don’t know him,” he says. 

			I stand up straight again, grateful to not have my face in the middle of that cloud of stink. I give myself a moment to take a breath—which is only slightly less objectionable given the fact that the odor seems to have permeated the entire room—but it’s still slightly better. I pull a card out of my jacket and set it down on the desk in front of him. 

			“If you see this guy in here again, you give us a call,” I tell him. 

			“I will.”

			“I mean it, Dale. If I find out you’ve been holding out on us and are protecting this guy, it’s going to go really, really badly for you.”

			“She’s like a dog with a bone, Dale,” Astra adds. “If you lie to her, believe me when I say she’s not kidding. She will revel in making your life a living hell. And she’ll keep at it until she’s satisfied.” 

			“I get it, okay? What do you want me to say?” Dale snarls in exasperation. “I get it. I’ll call you if I see the guy in here again.” 

			I let my gaze linger on him for another minute and grin as he seems to wilt even more. His squirming and fidgeting get worse, and he still won’t look up at us.

			“Good,” I say. “See that you do.” 

			Without another word, Astra and I walk out of his office and then out of the bar completely. Once we’re on the street, I take a couple of deep breaths, savoring the cool, evening air. 

			“I thought you were going to pass out,” Astra says.

			“It was close,” I reply. “The stench in that place is god-awful.” 

			“Welcome to Sin City, baby!” 

			“If nothing else, it’s a good reminder of why I don’t choose to spend my vacation time here,” I say.

			“Blake, you never spend vacation time anywhere.” 

			“Yeah, well, if I did, it wouldn’t be here.” 

			We share a laugh as we head back toward the car. We’ve got another stop to make before we can head back to the hotel. I personally cannot wait to take a long, scalding hot shower to wash this stink off me. As we make our way down the sidewalk that’s packed with throngs of people, I just shake my head. Why people flock to Vegas is beyond me.

			By the time we get back to the car, I’ve been run into half a dozen times, had my feet stepped on more than that, and had somebody in a passing crowd grab my ass. He’s lucky I couldn’t see who it was, or I’d have broken every bone in his hand. Astra gives me a sympathetic smile. She somehow managed to avoid all that nonsense. 

			“You all right?” she asks.

			“I hate this city,” I mutter darkly. “The sooner we can leave, the better.” 

			“Give it time, Blake. It might grow on you,” she replies with a grin.

			“So does fungus. And I will never enjoy that.” 

			She laughs. “My God, you’re such an old lady sometimes.” 

			As I climb behind the wheel of the SUV, I shrug. She’s not wrong. I can be an old lady sometimes. I like things how I like them. And I’m perfectly fine with that.
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			Aurora Bar, Luxor Las Vegas; Las Vegas, NV

			“Well, it’s a step up from that nasty dive bar,” Astra notes. “But it still doesn’t seem quite as bougie as where I’d expect to find those two.” 

			The air around us reverberates with the sound of excited voices, music, and the ever-present rattle, beeping, chiming, and ringing of the plethora of slot machines. They’re everywhere and louder than hell. It’s like a grown-up Chuck E. Cheese in here with all the bells and whistles going off around us. 

			“They were pregaming before they hit the fancy clubs,” I say. 

			The Aurora sits in the lobby of the Luxor, across from the front desk. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s a decent place to sit and have a drink. The bar is large and square-shaped and sits in the middle of the lounge with seating all around it. And of course, it has video poker machines in front of every seat. There are tables and booths spread around the rest of the area that is separated from the main lobby by a metal fence. Long, glass tubes hang down from the ceiling, glowing softly in different colors. It’s supposed to represent the Aurora Borealis, and I think it’s kind of pretty, to be honest. 

			But as I piece together the last known movements of Kimbra and Natalia, I realize that they were working up toward the hot spots. According to their credit card receipts, they were at the Neon Coconut, then here at the Aurora; they moved on to Tao, then presumably finished their evening at XS. I’ve got Rick and Nina scrubbing the camera footage at the Cosmo to see if we can nail down the time they came back to the hotel. What we know for sure, though, is that after the dive bar, they came here.

			“Pregaming, huh?” Astra asks.

			I nod. “I’m guessing they got their party supplies from the guy at the Neon Coconut then came here for a few drinks while they waited for whatever it was they bought from him to kick in,” I muse. “Once they were good and loopy, they headed out to Tao and XS.” 

			“Seems plausible,” she agrees.

			“Can I help you, ladies?” 

			We turn around to find a large man in a dark blue suit standing behind us. He’s well over six feet tall and broad-shouldered with dark hair, dark eyes, and ebony-colored skin; he looks like he can bench press the SUV we drove up in. He’s carrying a walkie-talkie, and the silver name tag above his left breast says his name is Daniels. The man looks fierce, but there’s a softness in his face that tells me underneath it all, the guy is a giant teddy bear. 

			“Mr. Daniels,” I say as we badge him. “Agents Wilder and Russo.” 

			He glances at our badges and gives us a small nod of respect. “Andre Daniels, head of hotel security,” he says. “What can I do for you, agents?”

			I call up the pictures of the girls on my phone and show them to him. “These girls are missing, and we’re just trying to establish a timeline of their movements. Their credit card statements say they were here around ten the night before they went missing.” 

			He shakes his head, a small frown pulling the corners of his mouth down. “I don’t recognize them. I’m sorry.”

			“That’s all right. We wouldn’t expect you to,” Astra says. “But we’d like to take a look at your security footage of the Aurora area if you don’t mind.”

			He grimaces and looks around. I know he’s going to ask us for a warrant, and I’d like to avoid all that if I can. Right now, I know we don’t have enough to get a warrant. We can’t even establish that these girls were abducted, and no judge in the country would give me a warrant based on my gut feeling that they were. 

			I lean in closer to him and lower my voice, speaking conspiratorially. “Listen, I don’t want to get you into any trouble, but I’ll level with you. One of the girls who went missing is Kimbra Powers. She’s the daughter of—”

			“Dylan Powers,” he says with a nod, his voice a deep rumble. “Yeah, I know who he is. I’d just never seen her before. And you think she went missing here?”

			“That’s what we’re trying to piece together,” Astra tells him. “They haven’t been seen in days, and we know that if she’s missing, Mr. Powers would be absolutely grateful for any help you could offer us.” 

			He frowns and looks away for a moment. I know the unspoken policy of most of the casinos in Vegas is the same as businesses elsewhere—don’t voluntarily help the feds. Most people seem to think we’re like the Greeks rolling the giant wooden horse into Troy, just waiting for the opportune moment to spring out and drop the hammer on them. And to be fair, I’m sure some agents operate that way. But it’s made it difficult for the rest of us who would prefer to have a cooperative, transactional relationship with people who can help us when we need it. Like right now. 

			I hate having to imply things that I know aren’t true—like Dylan Powers being grateful for any help they might give us. But sometimes there isn’t any way around bending the truth just a little bit to serve our purposes. When it comes to solving a case—and in this instance, bringing two young women home safely—I’ll say whatever I have to say, use whatever resources I have at my disposal, and do what I have to do. And though I wish we didn’t have to operate this way sometimes, I’ll do it without regret.  

			“All right. Follow me,” he says. 

			Astra gives me a small grin as we fall into step behind him. Daniels leads us to the back of the house where the offices and employee areas are. The place is bustling as men and women come in from the floor or go back out as their shifts start. There’s a loud buzz of conversation and a lot of laughter. As we pass by one of the break rooms back here, I see a few people stretched out in their chairs, looking like they’re catching a power nap before going back out onto the casino floor. 

			We get to a door marked ‘security,’ and Daniels swipes his badge through a reader. A moment later, there’s a sharp beep followed by a loud clunking noise as the lock is disengaged. He opens the door and steps aside, letting us enter ahead of him. We walk into a large room that’s dimly lit, and I feel the cool wind from the air conditioner sliding across my skin. The wall at the far end of the room is nothing but television screens that are giving them dozens of different camera angles of the casino floor.

			A long, curved desk sits before it, and there are four men and two women in suits that match Daniels’s seated before it. They’re watching the screens intently, each of them responsible for a different zone of the casino floor. One of the screens flickers, then the view changes as one of the female guards leans forward, watching intently. The room is quiet, the voices of the guards all hushed as if they’re in a church or library. 

			“Over here,” Daniels says.

			We step over to a desk with a computer terminal sitting on it and watch as he logs in. Anticipating his need, I call up the credit card receipt to give him the time stamp. He looks at it then taps away at his keyboard, and an image resolves. He hits a key and lets it run.

			“I called up the camera half an hour before that time stamp,” he explains. 

			“That’s great. Thank you,” I reply. 

			We watch as the people come and go while others sit in the Aurora having drinks and talking. Finally, we see Kimbra and Natalia step into the screen. Daniels stops the tape and leans closer as if to verify that’s who we’re looking for. 

			“That looks like them,” he says.

			I nod. “It does.” 

			He hits the key and starts the video again. They take a seat in one of the booths off to the side, and I watch as they talk and laugh with one another, seeming to be having the time of their lives together. About fifteen minutes after they sat down, a man saunters over to their table. He’s tall—maybe six-two or so—and lean. I wouldn’t say he’s fit. He doesn’t strike me as a man who works out but rather is just blessed with good genes. He’s got dark hair, looks to be Caucasian, and seems way more interested in them than they do in him.

			We watch the scene play out, and the man seems to be trying to force his way into the booth, but Natalia and Kimbra are making a scene. A moment later, a couple of men in dark suits rush over and haul the man away. Kimbra and Natalia seem a little bit shaken, some of their good humor fading away. But we watch as they order another round of drinks. When they arrive, the waitress says something to them that seems to restore their smiles. 

			When the waitress leaves the table, we watch as Kimbra takes a small bottle out of her bag. She shakes a couple of pills into her hand and then gives Natalia one. They both toss the pills into their mouths and wash them down with a swallow of their drinks. They talk for another few minutes and finish up, then pay their tab and head off-screen, heading for the front doors. I look at the time stamp and see that it’s just about eleven. Their next stop is presumably Tao. 

			“Who’s that? The waitress?” I ask. 

			“That’s Bonnie. She’s on the floor right now,” he tells us. 

			“We’re going to need to talk to her.”

			He nods. “I’ll have her brought to a private office off the floor.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Daniels.”

			“Andre,” he says. 

			“Thank you, Andre,” I say. “And would it be too much trouble for you to shoot a copy of that video over to me?” 

			“Not at all.” 

			I give him my email address and he sends it over. “That’s great. Thank you so much.” 

			“You got it,” he replies. “And I’ll have Bonnie brought in. You all can use the office two doors down on the right.” 

			“Thank you again, Andre,” I say. “You’ve been a terrific help.”

			He gives us a small smile. “I just hope you can find those girls. I got a daughter their age, and I can’t imagine what Mr. Powers must be feeling right now.”

			There’s a lot I’d like to say about Dylan Powers, but I manage to rein myself in and keep it all in check. Instead, I just give Andre a smile and a nod. After that, we leave his security room and find the office he directed us to. We go in and wait. The office is plain and nondescript. There’s a desk with a chair in front of and behind it and a pair of bookcases flanking a credenza that sits against the wall behind the desk. Everything in the office is generic, and there’s absolutely no personalization. 

			A few minutes later, the waitress from the video comes in. Her eyes are wide, and she looks terrified when she sees us sitting here. My only thought is that Andre told her the FBI is here to see her but didn’t provide any context. She’s probably in her thirties, stands about five-four, and has dark hair that’s pulled back into a glossy tail that falls to the middle of her back. Her eyes are green, and her complexion is smooth and pale. She’s dressed in the bar’s uniform—white shirt, short black skirt, black heels, red bow tie, and a black waist apron.

			“Bonnie?” I ask.

			She nods. “Y—yes. Bonnie Ward,” she says. “Can you tell me what this is about? Mr. Daniels said you were with the FBI?” 

			I nod and we both badge her. “I’m Agent Russo. This is Agent Wilder,” Astra starts. “Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. We just need to ask you about a couple of women you served a few nights back.” 

			Bonnie nods, looking a bit relieved but more confused than ever.

			I pull out my phone and call up the video Daniels gave us then forward it to a frame that gives us a clear picture of her with Kimbra and Natalia. She looks at it for a long moment as if trying to place them, then nods.

			“Yeah, I remember them. Nice girls,” she says. “Big tippers too. And I only gave them a couple of drinks. Did… did they do something?” 

			“I wonder if you can tell me about this man,” I say.

			I forward the film to where the man enters the frame and starts hassling them. Bonnie frowns and nods.

			“Yeah. That’s Ricky,” she says, her tone thick with disgust. “He comes in now and then. Always gets drunk and hassles the pretty girls. He’s been tossed out of here more times than I can count.”

			“You think they’d ban him,” I say.

			She shrugs. “It sounds good in theory, but how do you do that in practice when you’ve got thousands of people coming through here every day?” 

			“That’s fair,” I reply. 

			“Okay, that’s great, Bonnie. Thank you,” Astra says. “Do you happen to know Ricky’s last name?” 

			She shakes her head. “I don’t. I just know him as Ricky. He’s usually pretty loaded to begin with when he comes in. Only has a few drinks here—beers most of the time. Once in a while he’ll have a couple of shots, but he always complains about the prices. After he’s liquored up, he likes to play the slots. Always pays cash.” 

			“Does he come in regularly?” I ask

			She nods. “At least once every couple of weeks. Usually Thursday or Friday.”

			“That’s great, Bonnie. Thank you,” I say, handing her a card. “We may have a few follow-up questions for you. Or if you can think of anything else that might help, please don’t hesitate to call me. Day or night, it doesn’t matter.” 

			Bonnie looks at the card and frowns, her face clouding over with emotion. She takes a moment and then looks up at me, a light of understanding dawning on her face. 

			“He did something bad to those girls, didn’t he?” she asks. “You can’t find them. That’s why you’re here, right? Because they’re missing?” 

			“What makes you say that?” I ask.

			“Ricky has a temper. He usually keeps it clamped down pretty well, but he’s exploded a few times,” she explains. “He’s scary when he does, and it’s usually when one of those pretty girls turns him down. He usually just yells and insults them, but I’ve always thought it’s only a matter of time before he does something worse.” 

			Astra and I exchange a glance, and I frown. A thousand thoughts are firing through my head, each one worse than the last, and judging by the look on Astra’s face, she’s thinking along similar lines. I turn back to Bonnie and give her a small smile.

			“Thank you for your help, Bonnie. We appreciate it,” I say.

			“I hope those girls are all right.”

			“Yeah,” I reply. “Me too.”  
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“How are things out in Henderson?” I ask.

			Mo grins. “On the plus side, I’m getting a great tan, and the pool here is amazing,” she says. “On the not-so-plus side, there is no movement at Powers’s place. Other than his attorney, nobody has come in or out, and if he’s talked about the abduction or the ransom, it hasn’t been near enough to a window for the acoustic mic to pick it up.” 

			“The only places he’s gone are to the Shogun then back home,” Lucas adds. “He doesn’t seem to have much of a life.”

			I lean back in my chair and frown. On the video screen at the front of the conference room, Mo and Lucas are looking back at us from inside the house we appropriated. 

			“This house is amazing, Boss,” Lucas says. “I think I’ve found my retirement home.”

			“Yeah?” Astra asks. “You think your Bureau job is going to pay you enough to afford a place like that?” 

			“I’ll just have to invest wisely,” he replies. 

			“Yeah, or just start printing your own money,” Mo cracks.

			“There’s a thought,” Lucas nods, pointing to her acknowledgment. 

			I lean forward again. “And you guys got in without being seen? Your car isn’t in plain view of Powers’s house?” 

			“We moved into the place in the middle of the night. Shift change comes in before dawn,” Mo confirms. “And we rented a car that looks less like a Bureau ride—it’s parked down the street. He hasn’t seen us.” 

			“All right,” I say. “Everything going fine with Miller’s crew?” 

			Mo nods. “Yeah. They seem to be good guys. Brought us coffee and donuts yesterday morning,” she tells us. “They’re easy to work with.”

			“Good. Good,” I say. “Let me know if anything changes out there.” 

			“Will do.” 

			I end the call, and the screen goes dark. Taking a drink of my coffee, I sit back in my chair again and look around, trying to gather my thoughts. 

			“What are you thinking?” Astra finally asks. 

			“That we need a better hotel,” I reply. “That mattress sucked, and I slept like absolute crap last night.” 

			“Let’s not even talk about the water pressure in the shower,” Nina groans. “It’s pretty much nonexistent.” 

			Rick nods. “Yeah, I pretty much just splashed water on myself from the sink to shower this morning.” 

			“It’s more than you usually do,” Astra quips. 

			“Nina, can you—”

			“Already on it,” she cuts me off. “I found a much better, reasonably priced hotel that’s closer to the FO. I’ll have our things moved over there today.” 

			“Wow. You had that cocked and ready,” Astra whistles. “Impressive.”

			“After a couple of nights in that hotel, you bet your butt I did,” she replies. “If Blake didn’t bring it up this morning, I was going to.” 

			I laugh. “All right, well, now that we’ve dealt with that, where are we with the security videos we sent over yesterday?” I ask. “Rick, have you been able to get an ID on the guy from the Neon Coconut?” 

			“Still working on it,” he replies. “The film is grainy, and I need to clean it up before I can try to get something off facial rec.” 

			“Understood,” I say. “On a different note, did you happen to get into their text messages or their cloud storage yet?” 

			“Not yet. I have to get a warrant,” Rick replies. “SAC Henson is already working on it. We should have it by the end of the day. Hopefully, we can get it, crack it open, and find something useful.”

			“Good, good. Here’s hoping there’s something useful in there,” I say. “Nina, how about the footage we sent over from the Luxor? Have we been able to get an ID on the guy who was hassling the girls yet?” 

			“I wasn’t able to get anything on facial rec,” she says. “He never gave me a clean look at his face on the cameras. But I was able to get this…”

			The video screen lights up again, and a still picture from the surveillance footage. She punches in on the photo and blows up the patch over his left breast. There’s a logo with a company name embedded in it. 

			“Whitworth Construction,” I say.

			“I accessed their website and—” 

			“When you say accessed—” I start, but she smiles.

			“Don’t worry; it’s all by the book,” she says. “It’s right there on the main site. No hacking involved.”

			“Okay, good,” I say with a chuckle.

			“Anyway, I pulled up a roster of employees and used it to match the photo,” Nina goes on. “Turns out Ricky is a fake name. His real name is Owen Fields, twenty-six years old, and he’s a drywaller and framer for Whitworth.” 

			Nina pulls up his photo, giving us all a moment to look at him. He’s got sandy blond hair that falls to his shoulders and green eyes. Owen’s cheeks are dotted with stubble, he’s lean and well-muscled, he has warm, golden skin, and he’s got a roguish grin on his lips. He looks like your stereotypical cocky surfer boy. 

			“He’s a pretty good-looking guy,” Astra says with a mischievous grin. 

			“Down, girl,” I crack. 

			“What? I can’t objectify a man the way Rick objectifies every woman he sees?” 

			“Hey, I’ll have you know I don’t objectify every woman I see,” Rick fires back with a grin. “I’ve never once objectified Blake. Mostly because she can fire me and because she scares me more than you do.” 

			“See, that’s your biggest mistake,” Astra says. “You should be way more afraid of me. I’ll cross lines that would make Blake break out in hives just thinking about crossing.” 

			“That’s probably true. I can fire you, sure. But she’s way more evil than I am,” I tell him.  

			“Good to know,” Rick nods. “Thanks for the tip.” 

			“Anytime,” I reply. “Now, getting back to the business at hand… Nina?” 

			“Right. So, Whitworth Construction does a lot of work all over Clark County,” she reports. “And you’re never going to guess where one of their contracts has them working. Here’s a hint, it’s in Henderson.”

			I arch an eyebrow at her. “Would that be at Sagebrush Estates?” 

			“Kind of made it obvious, didn’t I?” she asks. 

			“Good work, Nina. That could be our nexus,” Astra muses. “He might have seen her stop by her father’s house and fixated on her.” 

			Kimbra has a condo in Vegas, not Henderson. But Astra might be right. Powers’s house out there could be the nexus. And if that’s the case, since it’s her father’s house, it brings the focus of the case back to Kimbra rather than Natalia. It makes her the target. If Fields was working a job out there, he might have seen Kimbra and began to fixate on her. The more often he saw her, the deeper his obsession began to grow. And it wouldn’t be long before his fixation on her became all-consuming. 

			It doesn’t take much for somebody to fixate on another person. The interaction could be entirely fleeting. Nothing more than a glance. A polite smile. It’s entirely possible that Fields saw Kimbra stop off at her dad’s house and took something away from his interaction with her that he began obsessing over. It’s also just as possible there was no actual interaction and he’s built this thing in his mind. If this is the case, and he is responsible for Kimbra and Natalia going missing, Fields’s obsession only has to make sense to him.

			“So, we agree that Fields could have run into Kimbra at her father’s house, and for some reason became fixated on her there. Yes?” Astra says. 

			“We agree,” I say. 

			“But wait, there’s more,” Nina chimes in. “Please observe.” 

			On the screens at the front of the room, a mugshot of Owen Fields pops up on one screen, and the other two are filled with his vitals and his rap sheet. 

			“Owen Fields has been charged with assault—twice—grand theft, drug possession, vandalism, domestic violence, and arson,” Nina reads off. 

			“That’s quite the track record,” Rick remarks. 

			“His mother must be so proud,” I reply dryly. 

			“He’s done a grand total of three years and seven months in jail,” Nina goes on. “And he is currently on probation.” 

			“He sounds like a real charmer,” I say. “So, did you want me to try and set you up with him, Astra? I mean, he’s good-looking and all.” 

			She frowns. “I’m going to pass, thanks.”

			“You sure?”

			“Positive.” 

			“Well, let me know if you change your mind.”

			Astra laughs. “You’ll be the first to know.” 

			I give her a smile and then turn back to Nina. “Do we know where Mr. Fields is working today?” I ask. “Is he out at Sagebrush?” 

			Nina shakes her head. “No, I checked with Whitworth already. He’s working with a crew on a housing tract at the edge of Vegas. I’ll send the directions to your phone.” 

			“Great,” I say as I get to my feet and turn back to Astra. “Let’s go and have a chat with your prospective new boyfriend.” 

			“I hate you so much right now,” she says with a chuckle.

			“You’ll get over it,” I say. 
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			Silver Lake View Apartments; Las Vegas, NV

			“That’s about the most pathetic lake I’ve ever seen in my life,” Astra says as she climbs out of the SUV. 

			“I’m sure they’re not done digging it yet.” 

			“I hope not,” she says. “Otherwise, I don’t know how they can justify calling this place the ‘lake view’ apartments.” 

			“Somebody’s a little judgmental this morning.”

			She arches an eyebrow at me. “This morning?” 

			“Fair point.” 

			We’re standing in a makeshift lot at the edge of the construction area. The framework of three different buildings looks like skeletal fingers punching up out of the ground, reaching for the sky. I see dozens of workers bustling about on the ground as well as up in the structures. It’s going to be a big apartment complex when it’s finished. 

			“I don’t know why people are moving here in droves,” Astra says. “It’s too damn hot for my liking. I’m sweating like a pig.”

			“Yeah, but it’s a dry heat,” I say and flash her a smile.

			Astra rolls her eyes. “I am fighting the urge to punch you in the nose right now.” 

			“I appreciate your restraint.” 

			“Dry heat. Wet heat. It doesn’t matter,” she grumbles. “Hot is hot. And Vegas is nasty hot, humidity or not. And heat makes me cranky.”

			“What doesn’t make you cranky?”

			“I feel my restraint slipping.” 

			I laugh. She’s not wrong though—it is crazy hot out here. But in the grand scheme of things, that’s pretty low on the list of reasons I’d never move to Vegas. Yeah, the cost of living is lower than in other places—at least for now—but the constant chaos is a real turnoff. Not to mention the fact that Vegas is a festering pit of crime. Sin City is not my scene.

			“All right, so, where are we going to find this guy?” I ask.

			I look around and then point to a trailer sitting off to the side of one of the buildings. It’s cushy, the air conditioning unit is humming away, and I see guys coming and going. That’s probably where the crew boss is parked. 

			“That looks like as good a place to start as any,” I say.

			We head over to the trailer and stand aside as a couple of rough-looking men in jeans, flannels, and hard hats come down the small set of stairs. Their eyes immediately pass over me and find Astra. That’s just the way it goes whenever I’m out with her. And for good reason. The woman is a supermodel with a badge. I got used to it a long time ago. 

			The taller of the two men stops and turns to Astra with a suggestive grin on his face. “Hey there, little lady. What do you say we—”

			“I’m going to stop you right there before you force me to do something that might land me in a world of trouble,” Astra says. 

			She pulls open her jacket and shows them the Glock on her belt. That only makes the smile on his face grow wider. He nudges his buddy with his elbow and puffs himself up in front of Astra, making himself look as big as possible. 

			“You got the matching handcuffs to go with that gun, missy?” he taunts. “I might be willin’ to let you frisk me.” 

			“You should probably walk away,” she says as she badges him. “I’m not in the mood.” 

			“Well, I can certainly help put you in the mood.” 

			He reaches for her hand, that slick, smarmy smile on his face. Astra sighs. In one smooth motion, she stuffs her badge back into her pocket and grabs his hand, twisting it awkwardly. The man lets out a scream of agony. That only makes her twist it even harder, causing him to drop to his knees. His face is red and etched with pain as she leans forward, a look of pure malevolence on her face. 

			“When a lady tells you to walk away, you do not reach for her hand, you pig,” she snarls. “You do as she says and walk away. Am I understood?”

			“Yes, yes! God, let go of my hand!” he screams. 

			“I didn’t hear you,” she demands. “Do you understand?” 

			“Yes, please! I swear to God I will. Let me go, lady!” 

			With one last vicious twist of his hand, Astra drives her foot into his midsection and sends him tumbling onto his ass. He hits with a loud grunt and instantly cradles his injured wrist. He looks up at her, his face painted with equal parts rage and embarrassment. 

			“Time for you to walk away,” Astra says. 

			The door to the trailer bangs open, and a man in blue jeans and a dark blue polo shirt with the Whitworth Construction logo above the breast steps out with a look of confused anger on his face. He sees his man sitting on his butt cradling his arm and Astra standing over him. The man lets out a heavy sigh and frowns.

			“Coleman, get off your ass and get back to work,” he growls.

			“Boss, she—”

			“Only gave you what you deserved, I’m sure of it,” the boss cuts him off. “Now, get up and get back to work, or I’m going to find somebody who can.” 

			The guy’s buddy snickers as he helps Coleman to his feet. As they walk off, I can hear the man razzing Coleman about getting beat down by a smaller woman. Coleman tells him to shut the hell up, and I can’t help but feel the smile crossing my lips as I look over at Astra.

			“You weren’t kidding about being grumpy this morning,” I remark. 

			“Now you know. Me and heat do not mix.” 

			“Can I help you, ladies?” 

			The man is still standing at the top of the small staircase looking at us with an expression of extreme annoyance on his face. We both pull our badges out. 

			“It’s agents, actually,” I say. “Wilder and Russo, FBI. We need to ask you about one of your employees.” 

			“Fine,” he mutters. “Come on in.”

			The man grumbles under his breath then waves us up as he turns and walks back into the trailer, letting the door close behind him. 

			“He seems nice,” I say.

			“Yeah, all these guys are real charmers.” 

			I hold the door open and then follow Astra into the trailer. The blast of cold air from the air conditioning unit is a blessing, and I take a moment to savor it. The man is sitting at the far end behind a large desk that’s cluttered with binders, blueprints, and other assorted papers. The wood-paneled wall behind him is filled with schematics and floor plans, the air conditioning making their loose corners flap in the breeze. 

			“Sorry for being so abrupt, agents. Half this job is trying to keep these grown-ass men in line and focused on the task at hand. It’s like herding children,” he says. “It makes me a little cranky sometimes.” 

			“I understand,” Astra says. 

			“More than you know,” I add, earning a dark scowl from Astra. 

			“So, what can I do for you… agents?” he asks. “I’m Greg Judge.” 

			“Thank you for taking a minute,” I say. “We’re here about Owen Fields.” 

			The man groans and runs a hand through his hair. “What did he do?” 

			“You don’t seem surprised that we’re here asking about him,” I observe. 

			“I’m not surprised when the cops show up asking after any of these guys,” he tells us. “Corporate hires these clowns. Not me. They aren’t as diligent about background checks and things like criminal records as I would be. As they should be.”

			“We hear he has a temper,” Astra says.

			He shrugs. “No more so than any of the other guys around here. But yeah. I guess so,” he tells us. “These guys—they like to prove they’re the toughest around. They’ve all got macho attitudes and all. Sometimes their tempers get away from them. Did he hurt somebody?” 

			“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I say. “Can you tell us if he’s on-site today?” 

			Judge turns to his computer and taps a few keys. There’s a sharp beep, and he studies his screen for a moment, scrolling with his mouse as he reads. 

			“Yeah, he clocked in this morning,” he tells us. “He’s out doing some drywalling out in the east building. Just take a right when you walk out of here then the first left past the red trailer and it’ll be the building in front of you.”

			“Great. We’ll do our best to avoid causing a disruption,” I say then glance at Astra. “Or any more of a disruption than we’ve already caused.” 

			Judge grins. “Given what you did to Coleman, I’m pretty sure the boys will be giving you two a wide berth.” 

			“Thanks for your help,” Astra says. 

			Astra and I get up and head out of the trailer. We follow his directions and approach the building. It’s a hive of activity with men buzzing back and forth and the sound of power tools reverberating through the air. The radio is blasting a modern country song, echoing so loudly through the ground floor that the workers have to shout over one another to be heard. They’re all laughing, telling lewd stories, and talking sports as they work. 

			“Astra,” I say when I spot Owen. 

			He’s standing outside the building taking a long swig from a gallon jug of water. He’s got a bandana tied around his head and his hard hat is sitting on the table in front of him. The advantage of having worked with somebody as long as I’ve worked with Astra is that we know each other so well that we don’t have to verbally communicate. We just know what the other is going to do. Know what we expect of each other. And the minute I spotted Owen and alerted Astra, she peeled off and took a route that would not just keep her out of his sightline but bring her up behind him if he tried to run. 

			He sets his jug of water back down and mops his brow with the wristband around his right wrist. His face is red and his body gleams with sweat. He’s toned, his body corded with muscle, and seems to be in good physical shape. One of the perks of his job. Owen spots me coming and his body tenses. I can see his eyes darting left and right as he searches for an exit, his muscles taut as he decides whether to bolt or not. 

			“Owen Fields,” I start.

			“Yeah?” 

			I flash him my badge. “FBI,” I say. “I’d like to have a word with you.”

			His face grows slack, and I see the decision is already made in his mind. He’s going to run.

			“Come on, Owen,” I say. “It’s too hot for all that. I just have a few questions I need to ask you. Just—” 

			He doesn’t wait for me to finish my sentence before he turns and runs. Without missing a beat, I curse under my breath then turn and sprint after him. The chase immediately draws the eyes of his coworkers, who all seem to need the entertainment as they begin hooting and hollering, shouting encouragement at Owen to keep running. Owen leaps over piles of rubble and tools on the ground, doing his best to keep me from gaining on him.

			It doesn’t work though. Ever since the last couple of cases we’ve worked exposed just how out of shape I’d let myself get, I’d rededicated myself to a fitness regime that includes plenty of cardio as well as my self-defense work. I’m in peak physical condition and am closing the distance between us. The men around the site are cheering wildly, whistling, and encouraging Owen to keep running. I see him glance over his shoulder and see that I’m gaining. His face darkens as he lowers his head and runs on. 

			My foot hits a loose rock, and I feel myself losing my balance. My heart lurches and I windmill my arms, trying to keep my feet under me. The sight of me starting to wipe out sends the men watching the chase into a frenzy, their wild applause and cheering ringing in my ears. I somehow managed to stay on my feet, but Fields has gained a precious few seconds on me, and the gap between us is growing a little wider. 

			“Fields, stop!” I shout. 

			He doesn’t, of course. And his lawlessness and direct disobedience of my order make the crowd around us cheer even more. He’s starting to tire. He’s slowing down, but up ahead of us is a warren of buildings and trailers; I’m afraid if he gets there, he’ll be able to lose himself. But more importantly, he’ll be able to lose me. I can’t let that happen.

			Fields is passing a trailer less than a hundred yards from that thick cluster of buildings and equipment, when out of nowhere, a blur in a dark blue suit comes shooting out from behind. Astra lowers her shoulder and drives it into Fields’s midsection. Even from where I am, I can hear him grunt as the air is driven from his lungs and he is blown off his feet.

			Fields goes down hard and gasps loudly, fighting for air. Astra somehow managed to stay on her feet and is standing over him with a maniacal gleam in her eye and a vicious smile on her lips. There’s a collective “oooh” and a gasp from the workers all around us that’s quickly followed by the sound of raucous laughter the moment Fields hits the deck. Astra flips the fallen man over onto his belly and drives her knee into the middle of his back as she cuffs him.

			Breathing hard and trying to catch my breath, I walk over to her and laugh. “That was one hell of a hit. As good as any linebacker in the NFL.” 

			“Yeah,” she says as she sucks in a deep lungful of air. “It felt pretty damn good too.” 

			“I guess being as cranky as you are has its benefits.” 

			“He shouldn’t have made me run in this heat,” Astra shrugs. 

			“I guess he shouldn’t have,” I reply with a laugh. “Let’s get back to the field office. It has air conditioning.” 

			“Thank God.” 
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			Interrogation Suite Beta Three, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			Astra and I stand in the observation room on the other side of the one-way glass that looks into the interrogation room where our suspect is waiting to be questioned. The light is dim, and a tech sits at a control panel to monitor the audio and visual equipment. Like our interrogation suites back in Seattle, this observation pod monitors three rooms. The one to our left is being used, but the one to our right sits empty. Owen Fields sits in our room with arms crossed over his chest, slumped in his chair, and a sour expression on his face.

			“What do you think?” Astra asks. 

			“Not sure yet. He ran. That’s got to mean something,” I offer. “But I suppose we’re not going to get that answer standing out here. Let’s go have a chat with our new friend.”

			“After you.”

			I turn to the tech. “Are you set up?”

			She nods. “Good to go.” 

			I walk to the door and put my hand on the knob but turn and look at Astra with a mischievous grin on my face. 

			“So, did you want to slip him your number before or after we interrogate him?” I ask.

			“There is a lot of desert out there, Wilder,” she replies. “Lots and lots of places to bury a body so it’ll never be found.” 

			I laugh and open the door. Astra follows me in and closes it behind her. The walls and ceiling in the room are all padded with gray acoustic tile. The floor beneath our feet is plain concrete that’s coated in a thick, protective sealant that helps keep it from chipping and cracking. The table is steel with a pair of rings bolted into the top where you can hook your suspect if they’re being especially surly and you want to keep them from moving. We opted to not chain Fields up, hoping to avoid making this situation completely adversarial from the jump. A little goodwill can go a long way. 

			The legs of the chairs squeal sharply as we pull them out and take a seat. I drop the file I’m holding onto the table in front of me and open it, making a show of flipping through the pages. Astra sits there with her hands folded in front of her, staring at Fields. Direct eye contact will usually make a suspect feel a little squirrely and put them on the defensive. My experience is that when somebody’s on the defensive, they’re more apt to slip up and say something they didn’t mean to, thus giving themselves away. It’s not one hundred percent, of course, but it never hurts to pull out all the stops. 

			“Owen Fields,” I start. “You’ve got quite the list of accomplishments.” 

			He shrugs. “I’ve done my time. Paid my debt,” he tells me. “I haven’t been arrested in years. Been workin’ steady. Keeping my nose clean.”

			“Just because you haven’t been caught doesn’t mean you’re keeping your nose clean,” Astra replies.

			He gives her a greasy smile. “You say po-tay-to, I say po-tah-to.” 

			“Do you know Kimbra Powers?” I ask suddenly. “Or how about Natalia Goode?” 

			The smile slips from his face, and he adopts a blank expression. But I saw something in his eyes when I mentioned Kimbra’s name to him. It was brief—just a flicker—but it was there. I saw it before he was able to cover it up. I already know he’s going to lie to me, so I’m going to let him play this out. I’ll give him enough rope to hang himself. 

			“Nope. Don’t know either of those names,” he says. 

			“No?”

			He shakes his head. “Nope.” 

			“Huh. That’s interesting,” Astra says. “Are you sure you don’t know them?”

			“Positive, sweetie.” 

			Astra’s face tightens. “Call me sweetie again and see what happens.” 

			Fields hears something in her voice or maybe sees it in the expression on her face that seems to rattle him. He sits back in his seat and looks away, unable to meet her gaze again. Suppressing the smile that’s flickering across my lips, I pull the still photo from the surveillance video we got at the Aurora out of the file and slide it over to him. 

			“That’s you, right?” I ask, tapping on him in the photo. 

			He looks at the picture, and his frown deepens as he slides it back over to me. Fields clears his throat and shakes his head. 

			“Nope. That’s not me,” he says. 

			“Uh-huh,” I say. “So, the witnesses we have that will put you in the Aurora—”

			“They’re lying.” 

			“So, what? This is just one big conspiracy, Owen?” Astra asks. 

			“Must be.” 

			“Let’s cut the crap, Owen,” I snap. “That’s you. And that’s Kimbra and Natalia. In the surveillance video, you seem to be paying more attention to Kimbra, so I’m going to go out on a limb and say she’s the one who caught your eye.” 

			He looks away and says nothing but adopts a more petulant expression. That tells me I hit the mark. We gave him the rope, and like I figured he would, he wound it around his neck and jumped. Now we just need to push him over the edge and get something out of him. 

			“Why did you lie about not knowing her?” I ask. “Are you trying to hide something from us, Owen? Trying to cover something up?”

			“I got no idea what you’re talking about,” he fires back. 

			“So, were you pissed that she shot you down, Owen?” Astra presses.  

			“As I said, I got no idea—”

			“No more lying, Owen. Those two girls are missing,” I press. “You’re one of the last people to see them. We have photos of you, so don’t bother lying—”

			“Did you kill them, Owen?” Astra jumps in. “Did you kill them and bury their bodies somewhere out in the desert?” 

			“Or did you leave their bodies somewhere else? In an alley somewhere maybe?” I question. “After you killed them, where did you leave their bodies, Owen?” 

			When somebody is already tightly wound, if you start hammering them with a lot of questions in rapid succession, it’s usually only a matter of time before they explode. Judging by how red and tight Owen’s face is getting, it’s going to be sooner, not later. Sweat is beading on his brow, and the veins in his neck are standing out as he strains hard to keep himself in check. It’s a fight he’s losing though. I can see it. 

			“Tell us, Owen,” Astra pours it on. “Where did you hide their bodies? Where did you kill them? Did you strangle them, Owen? I bet you did.”

			“But I’m sure he strangled them from behind,” I add. “I doubt he had the courage to look them in the eyes as he choked the life out of them. He seems like a bit of a coward to me.”

			“Definitely a coward,” Astra nods. “I’m sure he waited until they were alone, and he blitzed them from behind—”

			Owen finally snaps and pounds his fists on the table. “I didn’t kill them!” he shouts. “They were alive when I last saw them.” 

			“Oh, so now you’re admitting you know who they are?” I ask. 

			“You saw the video,” he says. “You saw them pull me out of the Aurora. That was the last time I saw them. I swear it.” 

			“Why should we believe you?” Astra asks. 

			“Because I’m telling you the truth!” 

			“That’s exactly what somebody who’s lying would say,” I add. 

			“Definitely. Liars claim they’re telling the truth all the time,” Astra says. 

			“I’m not lying!” he roars.

			“No?” I ask. “Then why did you run when we showed up?”

			He takes a couple of minutes to breathe and calm himself down. Fields lays his trembling hands flat on the tabletop and looks down, murmuring softly to himself. When he finally feels ready, he looks up. 

			“Look, I know Kimbra from school. We were in the same grade. And we had a… thing back then,” he admits, his voice trembling but under control.

			“A thing?” Astra raises an eyebrow. 

			“Yeah, a thing. We hooked up,” he tells us. “Back in school, I used to deal weed and X. A few other things. She’d… well… we’d hook up in exchange for the drugs.” 

			“You made her have sex with you for drugs?” Astra asks, her tone filled with disgust.

			“I didn’t make her. She offered,” he replies. “You’ve seen her. Do you think I was stupid enough to say no to that?” 

			“Of course, you weren’t,” I say.

			“Of course, I wasn’t,” he echoes, giving me a smirk—a sure sign his arrogant swagger is returning. “And she was a very good customer. Believe me.”

			“Yeah, that’s great,” Astra groans. “So, when you saw her in the Aurora, you figured, what, that you’d try to restart that business relationship?” 

			He shakes his head. “No. I don’t sell drugs anymore.” 

			“Oh, I see,” Astra goes on. “You just make a habit of hanging out in bars under a fake name so you can harass young women.”

			Owen’s face darkens. “It’s not like that,” he starts. “I’m just trying to look for a good time. That’s all.”

			“Why the fake name then, Ricky?” Astra presses.

			“It’s no strings attached,” he manages. “Half those girls give out fake names and numbers too. They don’t need to be able to find me the next day.”

			Astra grimaces at him. She trades a look with me, but without even needing to say it, we decide not to venture farther down that path. “So, you go and try to hook up with her again, she says no, and you snap. You show her that wicked temper you just showed us…” 

			“Maybe you didn’t mean for things to go as far as they did. Things got out of hand,” I jump in. “And before you know it, she’s dead—”

			“I didn’t kill her. Jesus Christ, what is it going to take for you two to get that through your heads?” he roars. “I did not kill her. I tried to hook up with her that night, but she said no. Then I was escorted out of the casino.” 

			“And where did you go after that?” I ask. “If you didn’t come back to the Luxor, where did you spend the rest of that night?” 

			“I was at a bar called the Black Shamrock,” he says. “I was there from when they kicked me out of the Luxor until two that morning. You can ask the bartender—ask for Big Billy—or any of the dozen other drunks who were there.” 

			It’s an alibi that’s easy enough to check out, which tells me it’s probably true. Owen is a creep, but I don’t think he’s stupid. Or he’s at least not stupid enough to give us an alibi that we’d be able to disprove with one phone call. But there are still things about his story that aren’t lining up for me. One glance at Astra tells me she’s thinking the same thing. 

			“So, why did you run from us?” she presses. “I mean, you do realize that running from us makes you look incredibly guilty, right?” 

			“I thought you were…”

			He looks away as his voice trails off and an expression of guilt crosses his face. Fields runs a hand through his hair.

			“You thought we were what?” Astra prompts him. 

			“Look, I’m a little behind in my child support,” he tells us. “I thought you were there to bust my balls about that. Liza’s been threatening to call the cops on me unless I get current for a while now. I thought she finally did it.” 

			Feeling a banger of a headache coming on, I pinch the bridge of my nose and squeeze my eyes shut. I take a moment and count to ten then finally look up at him.

			“Good rule of thumb… the FBI doesn’t usually track down deadbeat dads,” I tell him. “If it’s not the lawyers coming after you, that’s more of a local law enforcement thing.” 

			“Well, I know that now,” he says. 

			“Dear God,” I mutter to myself.

			I hate to say it, but I believe Fields, and this has been a big waste of time. Of course, we’ll follow up on his alibi, but I have a feeling it’s going to check out. Which leaves us back at square one. Sitting there in that interrogation room, I can practically hear the clock ticking on the time Kimbra and Natalia have left. Abduction cases usually don’t last very long. And they all too often don’t have very good outcomes for the ones who’ve been taken. If we can’t get a line on them and get it soon, we may not be able to give Jessa Goode and Dylan Powers the happy ending I want them to have. But more than anything, I just want to bring those two girls home safe and sound. 

			“There is one thing,” Fields offers. 

			“What is that?” I ask. 

			A sly smile touches his lips. “If I give you a good piece of information, will you help me with the whole child support thing?” 

			“It’s not our area of expertise. We don’t have any say in local matters like that. But if you can give us something actionable, something that leads to us finding those girls, then I give you my word that I’ll personally speak with the DA and see if there’s something that can be worked out,” I say. 

			He frowns, and I see him weighing his options. It shouldn’t take him long, though, to conclude that he doesn’t have any. I can’t intervene in his case, but my word may carry some weight with the DA who will be charging him. Fields finally arrives at the same conclusion and gives me a dispirited nod. 

			“Okay, look, Kimbra is a top-shelf party girl. She loves her nose candy, if you know what I mean,” he says. “Word is, she got in pretty deep with a local dealer. Owes him a lot of money. That might be the motive to make her disappear, right?” 

			It would. And if true, this could be a very valuable piece of information. 

			“This local dealer,” Astra says. “You got a name?” 

			He shakes his head. “All I got is his street name. Grillz. With a Z,” he tells us. “That’s all I know him as. I swear it. Now, is that good? Can you talk to the DA?” 

			“If it pans out, I give you my word that I’ll talk to the DA,” I hedge. “For now, Metro is coming, and they’re going to have to book you in. But I’ll make a few calls.”

			“Thank you,” he says. “Whatever you can do for me, I’d appreciate it.” 

			“I’ll be in touch,” I say. 

			Astra and I get up and head out of the interrogation room. I’ve gone from thinking this was a big waste of time to thinking that we might have stumbled into something important. Grillz. It’s not much. But it’s more than we had before we sat down with Fields. 

			“Let’s go find Grillz,” I say. 

			“Sounds fun,” Astra replies. “Let’s do it.” 
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			Narcotics Unit, Las Vegas Metro East Area Command; Las Vegas, NV

			Being a fed comes with a lot of perks like easy access to a mountain of information. Unfortunately, it’s not always the information we need. Because we work on larger cases, the intel we can tap into is more of a macro-scale. When it comes to dealing with the micro-scale and getting down into street-level crimes, we have to rely on our partners in local law enforcement. We will never know the streets they patrol daily better than they do. And when it comes to developing that granular, street-level intel, the locals are miles ahead of us. 

			But the relationship between the feds and the locals isn’t always an easy one to navigate. There are lots of turf wars and territorial disputes since the locals don’t like us stepping in and bigfooting all over their cases—which is something I understand. It’s why I always try to step lightly when dealing with local LEOs. The tensions between local and federal law enforcement agencies are a lot like a sibling rivalry. The locals tend to see themselves as the younger child who feels the need to assert themselves and prove something to their older sibling.

			More times than not, it becomes a pissing match. At least, that’s been my experience. I do my best to keep from leaning too hard on the locals, not wanting to further strain an inherently tense relationship. But once in a while, they leave me with little choice. I’m hoping this won’t be one of those times. 

			I follow Astra into the East Area Command station of Vegas Metro PD. The air in the lobby is cool, and there’s a hushed buzz of activity all around us. The lobby is done in marbled tile and red brick with photos of the current Sheriff, Undersheriff, President, and Vice President on one wall flanked by the American flag and the Nevada state flag. The other wall is adorned with pictures of the officers who’ve lost their lives in the line of duty, which numbers twenty-six in all since 1928. 

			There are long benches and chairs in the waiting area with roughly a dozen people seated on them. We step up to the duty desk and are greeted by a muscular man with sergeant’s stripes on his sleeves and thick veins bulging out of his neck. He looks like the kind of guy who spends most of his free time at the gym and the rest of it pumping steroids. He’s got dark hair cropped short in a crew cut and can’t be much older than thirty-five or so, but there are the telltale wrinkles around his face that betray that he’s definitely pumping something.

			“Can I help you ladies?” he asks. 

			When we flash him our badges, his eyes narrow, and his jaw clenches. He’s old school. One of the locals who hate feds on sight. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say, trying to be as polite as possible. “And we’d like to speak with Lieutenant Winters from narcotics, please.” 

			Miller is pretty tight with some of the guys from Metro. They’re drinking and golf buddies—go figure. But when I asked him for the name of somebody reliable in Metro’s narcotics division, he gave me Winters’s name. The sergeant behind the desk—D’Angelo according to his name tag—glowers at us. But he picks up the phone and turns away from us so we can’t hear his whispered conversation.

			He turns back to us a minute later with a sour look on his face. Clearly, Winters didn’t tell him to send us packing like he’d been silently wishing. He reaches beneath the desk and pulls out a pair of visitor’s badges and tosses them toward us. 

			“Keep these on you at all times,” he says. “Go through the door to the right and follow the signs for the narco division.” 

			“Thank you, sergeant,” I say.

			He doesn’t reply as I scoop up the badges and hand one to Astra. We both use the alligator clips to attach them to our jackets and head for the door. There’s a loud buzzing noise followed by the sound of the lock disengaging. I pull the door open and then follow Astra through. The rear offices are a chaotic hive of activity as men and women in uniforms and suits buzz around, doing their part to make Las Vegas a safer place. 

			Following the signage, we make it to the narcotics division office. It sits at the end of a long hallway, closed off by a pair of glass doors with the Metro PD logo etched into one, the words, “Narcotics Unit” into the other with the name of the commanding officer, Captain William Strohmeyer, stenciled in below that. Inside, we approach another duty desk like the one in the front lobby and are greeted by a tall, Hispanic woman with dark hair that’s pulled back into a bun that sits at the nape of her neck; her eyes are the color of warm chocolate, and her beautiful skin is olive-colored. Like the man out front, she, too, is wearing sergeant’s stripes.

			“Help you?” she asks. 

			We go through the ritual of showing her our badges and credentials and introducing ourselves. She gives us a small smile, her attitude a complete one-eighty from the guy out front. It’s a welcome change. 

			“We’re here to see Lieutenant Winters,” I tell her.

			“He’s expecting you. Just head through the bullpen. His office is against the rear wall,” she tells us. 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			She picks up a ringing phone and gives us another nod as we start through the bullpen. It’s a cubicle farm back here with a large conference room to our left and command offices lining the wall to our right as well as the back wall. Most of the people filling the cubicles barely look at us as we pass by, with only a few casting curious glances our way. We find Winters’s office, and I knock on the half-open door. 

			“Enter,” a deep, booming voice calls out. 

			We step into his office, and Winters gets to his feet. He’s about six feet tall without a strand of hair on his head. He does have a thick, bushy goatee that’s dark and dotted with gray though. His skin is like mocha, and his eyes are the color of midnight. Winters is a stocky man with broad shoulders and a thick, barrel chest. He’s a fireplug of a man who looks like he would have been right at home on a football field once upon a time. His playing days are clearly past him, but he’s still a formidable, imposing man even though he’s carrying a little more around the middle than during his heyday.

			“You must be the feds. Wilder and Russo,” he starts, extending his hand. “Miller told me I should be expecting you.” 

			“Yes, sir,” I nod. “And thank you for your time. We appreciate any help you can give us.” 

			“Not a problem, agents. How can I help?”

			“We’re looking for a street-level dealer who goes by the name of Grillz,” I say.

			“With a Z,” Astra adds helpfully.

			“Grillz?” Winters replies with a chuckle and a roll of his eyes. “The names these fellas come up with for themselves sometimes…”

			“Yeah. They lack a certain flair, don’t they?” I ask.

			He laughs softly. “That they do,” he says. “Anyway, I’ll put you with Ray Esparza. He’s one of my best detectives. Knows the players out there on the streets better than anybody. He’ll hook you up with whatever you need.” 

			“We appreciate that, Lieutenant Winters.”

			“Isaiah, please,” he insists.

			We all stand up and exchange handshakes before he directs us to where we can find Detective Esparza. He’s in a small office down at the end of the hall and waves us in when we get to his door. Esparza’s office is small but tidy without a speck of dust to be seen anywhere. There’s room enough for a desk, the two chairs that sit before it, a single bookcase, and a small credenza against the wall beside the door. Commendations hang on the walls, but there is nothing personal in the room. No knickknacks, no pictures, or any other personal mementos. The office is sterile. The one word I can use to describe it is… efficient. 

			Esparza is no more than five-ten but is powerfully built. The man spends quite a bit of time in the gym and takes care of himself—but thankfully, I don’t get the roided-out meathead vibe from him like I did from D’Angelo out front. He’s got dark hair that’s shorn close to the scalp, dark eyes that seem flat and emotionless, and a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He’s wearing blue jeans, a black button-down, and Timberland work boots. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up to the middle of his forearm, exposing an intricate network of ink. 

			“Detective Ray Esparza,” he greets us. 

			He gives us both a once over, his voice as cold and flat as his eyes. I don’t get the idea that he buys into the whole fed versus local thing. It doesn’t seem like a turf deal for him. He just doesn’t seem like a very warm and fuzzy guy. Like his office, the man seems cold and efficient.

			“Come in,” he finally says. 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			He walks back around and drops into the chair behind his desk as Astra and I perch on the chairs in front of it. The chair squeaks as he leans forward and clasps his hands together.

			“Lieutenant Winters just called and asked me to give you whatever you need,” he tells us. “So, what can I do for you, agents?”

			“We’re looking into the disappearance and possible abduction of two young women,” I inform him. “We’ve developed some information that a street-level dealer named Grillz could possibly be involved. We’d like to have a chat with him.”

			“Grillz, huh?” 

			I nod. “You know him?”

			“Unfortunately, I do,” he sighs. “He’s a real bad guy.” 

			“How so?” Astra asks. 

			“He’s a dealer, of course. Meth. Coke. Heroin. If people will shoot, smoke, or snort it, Grillz is selling it,” he says. “He’s also a violent guy who doesn’t think twice about putting a bullet in somebody’s head for looking at them the wrong way.” 

			“Wonderful,” Astra mutters. 

			“Do you know where we can find him?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, I can put together a list of known hangouts and last known addresses. But I’ll tell you straight up, he doesn’t stay in any one place too long,” Esparza says. “The guy is paranoid and ruthless. If you’re going after him, you need to watch your backs.” 

			“We’ll do that,” Astra nods. “Thanks for the heads up.” 

			He nods, and a moment of silence descends over the room as Esparza taps away at his keyboard. There’s a sharp click and then a high-pitched whine as his printer fires up and starts shooting out the pages he’s putting together for us. He slips them into a folder and slides it across the desk to me. His expression is grim but thoughtful. 

			“What is it, detective?” I ask. 

			“I have to tell you that Grillz is as bad as I’ve ever encountered. He’s a suspect in a dozen different murders over the years, but we’ve never been able to make a case stick,” he explains. “It’s rumored he’s cartel-affiliated, and he’s got a reputation for being quick on the trigger. The chances are pretty good that if he took these girls as you think, they’re already dead.” 

			“How much of it is real and how much is a myth though?” Astra points out. “We’ve encountered a lot of monsters who don’t live up to the hype.” 

			Esparza shrugs. “Hard to say for sure. But one thing I can tell you is that he ain’t right in the head. The guy is a psychopath,” he tells us. “I don’t want to paint too gloomy of a picture, but if Grillz is involved, I don’t think you’re going to find those girls.” 

			Astra and I share a look, and I feel the cold fingers of dread touching my skin. Esparza doesn’t look like a guy who rattles easily, but when he speaks about this Grillz character, I can almost see the fear in his eyes. Could this guy really be as bad as he says? Is he the monster Detective Esparza thinks he is? I mean, Astra’s right. We’ve gone up against some shady people with reputations that make them sound like the second coming of Satan himself. But the reality has turned out to be… underwhelming. I suppose we’ll see. 

			Astra and I get to our feet, and I pick up the file Esparza printed out for us then extend my other hand. He rises and grips my hand and shakes it then turns and shakes Astra’s. 

			“Thank you for your help, detective,” I say. 

			“Anytime, agents. And good luck,” he says. “You’re going to need it.” 
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			Corner Pocket Billiards Hall; Las Vegas, NV

			“One thing Vegas is never short on is seedy, shady places where dirty deeds are done and paid for,” Astra says.

			I shrug. “The only difference between this place and some posh cigar lounge like the Black Salmon back home is that at least at a place like this, they’re not hiding who they are beneath a veneer of gentility,” I reply.

			She looks at me and laughs. “I hate to say it, but that’s actually a pretty good point,” she says. “You sounded like you knew what you were talking about for a minute.” 

			“I always know what I’m talking about,” I reply and grin. 

			“Uh-huh. If you say so.” 

			After checking in with Mo and Lucas—and finding that nothing is happening on that front—Astra and I started checking out the list of places Esparza gave us. We spent the entire day going from one location to the next, never finding Grillz at any one of them. The guy is like a ghost, which, if I’m being honest, seems to add to his mystique. And it’s starting to irritate me. Mythologizing people is not something I enjoy doing since it only elevates their profile and gives them more power.

			Which of course, is exactly why a guy like Grillz might behave the way he does—to build upon his own legend. Experience has taught me these would-be monsters like to do exactly that. They like to make people think they’re bigger and eviler than they are. Look at the letters and ciphers the Zodiac Killer sent to the media and police. He was taunting the authorities and the public, yes. But he was also essentially building his own legend. 

			And if that’s what Grillz is doing—and I tend to believe it is—I may have to rethink my initial impression of him. He’s not the mindless killer Esparza thinks he is. Nor is he a psychopath. He may display antisocial and even sociopathic tendencies, sure. But by actively building his reputation and his mythology, instilling fear into everybody who hears his name, I think it shows that he’s a highly intelligent and capable person. He understands the power of thought and of fear. He understands the power of stories and mythology—as well as the fact that those legends tend to grow even larger in the retelling. He understands and uses those things to his advantage. That, to me, speaks to intelligence.  

			With the sun having just slipped beneath the distant horizon and the sky aflame in vivid shades of red and orange to the west and dark blue and purple to the east as night crept across the world, we find ourselves parked in a lot across from the Corner Pocket. I don’t have high hopes for finding him at this place, but we have to do our due diligence. 

			“Don’t you think it’s strange that Dylan Powers hasn’t done anything?” Astra asks.

			“More than strange,” I reply. “But it only reinforces my belief that he’s negotiating with whomever kidnapped the girls. It makes me believe they’re alive, but the kidnappers are stringing him along, looking for a massive payday.” 

			“If that’s the case, I can’t believe Powers is trying to negotiate a bottom dollar rate for the return of his daughter,” she says.

			“I don’t think it’s about the money. I think it’s about the image,” I say. “If he shows he’s willing to pay whatever they ask, it makes him look weak. It makes him look like he can be taken advantage of. That would only encourage others to do the same thing.” 

			Astra sighs. “This is a sad, sick world we live in, my friend.”

			“You said it.” 

			We fall silent, our eyes focused on the front of the billiard hall across the street from us. We’ve been here for more than an hour already, and I’m thinking about calling it a night and then regrouping in the morning. We’ve still got half a dozen places on the list to check out. Before I can say anything, though, a black Dodge Charger pulls to a stop in front of the billiards hall, so I bite back my words and just watch the scene play out in front of me. 

			A man gets out from behind the wheel. He’s no more than five-six with a lean but athletic build. His head is clean-shaven, and he’s got a thick mustache and a small, triangular soul patch beneath his bottom lip. He’s wearing dark pants, a blue flannel with a black T-shirt underneath, and a pair of black boots.  

			“That’s him,” Astra whispers. “That’s Grillz.” 

			I look at the photo in the file Esparza gave us, then back up at the man leaning against the Charger across the street. A man gets out from the passenger side of the car and stands against the wall of the billiards hall, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. Grillz pulls out his cell phone and makes a call. 

			“It certainly looks like him,” I note. 

			“Should we go snatch him up?” 

			I shake my head. “Not yet. Let’s see what he does,” I say. “Get the camera ready.” 

			Astra reaches into the bag at her feet and pulls out the video camera. I never thought we’d be so lucky, but I wanted to be ready just in case Grillz gave us something we could hold him on. And getting him on tape doing a drug deal would fit the bill nicely. I do not doubt that he’s smart enough to not have major weight on him and has some other method of doing bigger deals, so anything we catch him with isn’t going to amount to much. But given the fact that he’s evaded conviction for so long, I’m willing to take what I can get. We might be able to squeeze him hard enough that he gives up something he didn’t intend to.

			We watch him for about an hour and get him on tape making more than a dozen different deals. Or at least, brokering them. His operation is clever. The customers never approach him directly. They talk to the guy on the wall who takes the money and gives them the goodies. Our problem is twofold. First, the handoff is so slick that we can’t prove that what he’s passing to his customers are drugs. Second, Grillz never touches the money or the drugs, so tying him to these deals is a non-starter.

			Yeah, common sense would dictate that since he’s less than ten feet away and seems to be directing the flow of traffic, he’s involved. But common sense rarely enters a courtroom. Legally speaking, we can’t bust him as a dealer. He’s so careful, I doubt we’re even going to find his fingerprints on the drug baggies they’re passing out like Halloween candy. 

			Even if we were able to drum something up that made him an accomplice to the drug sales, I doubt it would get him off the streets for more than an hour. Esparza is right. The man is careful to the point of paranoia. But it keeps him out of trouble, so it fits with my narrative that he is an exceedingly intelligent person.

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

			“No idea.”

			“We could bust one of his customers,” she offers. “Maybe rattle them hard enough into rolling on Grillz.” 

			I grimace. “Even if we scoop up one of his customers, I doubt they’ll roll. The reputation Grillz has is probably enough that these people will be willing to do the six months or whatever they get on the possession charge,” I say. “That’s the brilliance of this whole mythology he’s surrounded himself with. Everybody’s too scared to speak out against him.”

			“So, you think Esparza is jumping at shadows with this guy?” 

			I shake my head again. “Not necessarily. Not purposely, anyway,” I say. “I think sometimes when you hear something long enough, you believe it. But I don’t see what Esparza’s seeing. The way he talked about Grillz, I was expecting some foaming-at-the-mouth nutjob. But this guy seems like a calm, slick operator.”

			“He’s smart,” she says. “Careful.”

			“Very.” 

			I rake my fingers through my hair, never taking my eyes off him. Grillz hasn’t stopped talking on his cell since he got out of the car. It makes me wonder who he’s talking to. It makes me wonder if one of the people on the other end of the line might have been Dylan Powers. Just because Grillz isn’t the monster Esparza tried to sell us doesn’t mean he’s not a monster. It doesn’t mean he’s not capable of hurting others. And it doesn’t mean he didn’t snatch up Kimbra Powers and Natalia Goode.

			“Tell you what, let’s scoop him up,” I say. “We’ll get him in a box and sweat him a bit. See if we can shake him up.” 

			“We’re not going to be able to hold him. Not with what we have.”

			“No. Not with what we have. Mostly, I want to hear what he has to say,” I tell her. “But while we’ve got him in the box, I’m going to use it as a pretext to send a search team into his house. Maybe they’ll be able to turn something up we can nail his ass to the wall with.” 

			“Sounds fun. Let’s do it.” 

			She puts the camera back into the bag, and we get out of the car. Moving quickly and with purpose, we cross the street and head straight for Grillz and his guy in the sunglasses. He sees us coming, though, and I see the instant recognition in his eyes. He knows a cop when he sees one. Grillz mutters something in Spanish to Sunglasses, who quickly throws the bag he’s holding down onto the sidewalk. I see a small key fob in his hand, but before I can tell him to drop it, there’s a bright flash from inside the bag he’d just ditched. A moment later, white-hot flames burst from the mouth of the bag. 

			Astra comes up from the rear of the car while I come in from the front, putting Grillz in between us. He smiles wide at me, showing me a mouth full of gold and diamonds over his teeth. It’s obvious where he gets his name from. As I marvel at the amount of money he must have poured into those grills, the acrid stench of burning drugs saturates the air around us. The fire is already starting to burn out, but dark smoke drifts from the bag now, the drugs inside no doubt thoroughly consumed by the fire. Like I said, the guy is smart. 

			“Flash paper?” I ask. 

			Grillz shrugs. “And a little accelerant.” 

			“You’d be amazed by what forensics teams can do these days,” I tell him. “They very well may be able to reconstruct the drugs you had in that bag.” 

			“Good luck.” 

			“Tell you what,” Astra says. “How about you and your buddy here come on down to the field office with us while our forensics team tries to do just that.” 

			“You got nothing on us, pig,” he spits. “No reason to haul us in.”

			“Actually, that’s not true,” Astra replies. “We’ve been sitting over there for more than an hour watching you two. We’ve got more than an hour’s worth of footage of you two dealing drugs out of that bag right there.” 

			“I got nothin’ to do with that, officers,” Grillz counters with a laugh. 

			“We’ll let the US Attorney decide if you do or not,” I reply. “So, go ahead and put your hands on the hood of your car. Both of you.”

			Grillz stares at me for a long moment, his dark eyes boring into mine. I can see a bare hint of that crazed violence Esparza insists is inherent in him. But it’s only there for a brief instant before it vanishes behind a smug smile of superiority. Grillz thinks he’s better than me. Smarter than me. Maybe he is and maybe he isn’t. I don’t care. The only thing I care about is finding a way to get this piece of garbage off the street. For good. 

			“Hands on the hood of your car. Both of you,” I order. 

			Grillz’s eyes linger on mine for another minute, and the threat of violence in the air seems to grow thicker. But then he says something to his buddy, and together they both finally comply with my order. Once we have them against the car, Astra and I move in quickly and frisk them both. I’m surprised we don’t find a weapon on either one of them, quite frankly. But after we get done with the pat down, we cuff them up.

			“You want me to call the crime lab at the field office?” Astra asks. 

			“Yeah. Let’s get some techs out here to analyze this bag,” I tell her. “I doubt we’re going to find a damn thing in there, but it’ll buy us a little time. And probable cause to get a warrant for Grillz’s place. I want our guys to turn his residence inside out.”

			“That sounds like a plan.” 

			She calls the crime lab as I walk Grillz and his guy back to the SUV and get them loaded up. We’re going to have to wait for the crime lab techs to get here to preserve the evidence and the integrity of the crime scene. It seems to be a lot of effort for what’s going to end up amounting to nothing. I have zero faith the crime lab will get anything out of the ashes. But it’s a solid pretext to do what else we need to do. I just hope there ends up being a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow. 

			I buckle them each in, then close the door and startle when I find Astra lurking behind it. I put my hand to my chest and take a beat to slow my heart.

			“Jesus,” I gasp. “What are you doing creeping behind the door like that?” 

			“Creeping, apparently,” she says. “You’re a little jumpy tonight?” 

			I laugh. “Smartass. Is the crime lab coming?” 

			“They’ll be here within the hour.” 

			“Great. Which means it’ll be two,” I grumble. “Might as well find us a place to get a cup of coffee while we wait.”

			“Can I suggest you get the decaf?” 

			“Shut up,” I say and laugh as I start to walk away. “I’ll go get the coffee.” 
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			Interrogation Suite Charlie Two, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“Grillz,” I start. “Otherwise known as Manuel Rincon. Thirty-four years old. Born and raised right here in Sin City.”

			Grillz sits across the table from us, a smug smile on his face. He looks like a man who truly believes he’s going to walk away from yet another scrape with the law. He doesn’t know it yet, but this is one he’s not walking away from. At least, not right away. There are still plenty of questions that have to be answered, the largest of course being, can we tie him to what we found at the residence our teams searched? 

			Grillz is smart. And now that we’re sitting across from him, I’d say he displays some sociopathic traits. I’d have to spend some time interviewing him before I could make an accurate diagnosis of sociopathy. But what I can say from our brief interactions is that he’s a narcissist, and he is as intelligent as I thought him to be. He’s clever and he’s exceedingly careful. And that, more than anything, is why Metro hasn’t been able to make a case stick to him in all this time. It’s also why I fear we might not be able to either. But damned if we’re not going to give it the ol’ college try.

			He has no properties in his name. Nor does he have any bank or investment accounts in his name. There is absolutely nothing we can seize in the event we bust him and can put him away for some time. And I’m positive that’s by design. Officially speaking, Grillz lives with his mother in a small house on the edge of town in a quiet, non-descript neighborhood. Our teams raided the place, and it took a lot of creative thinking, but they found a hidden room that was filled with drugs and guns.

			The room they found was a subterranean bunker—it was apparently like an old nuclear fallout shelter—that had been repurposed into a drug and gun runner’s supply closet. The trouble is that it was on the other side of the fence in the backyard, so technically speaking, it wasn’t on his mother’s property. The entrance was a hidden trap door in the vacant lot behind it—a lot owned by a shell company. We have our people trying to cut through all the layers and find out who owns the shell company. I’m a bit skeptical they’re going to be able to tie it to Grillz. But anything is possible. 

			At the very least, we have enough to bring charges. We’ll throw everything at the wall and hope common sense prevails and a judge doesn’t laugh us out of court. Then we have to hope a grand jury will find the circumstantial evidence compelling enough to indict him and then a trial jury will use it to convict him. There are a lot of things that have to break our way, but there is a possibility it could happen. No, it’s not getting him on the murder charges Esparza would undoubtedly want to nail him on. But it’s better than nothing. If all goes our way, he’ll be off the streets for a very long time. 

			“So, Manuel—and I’m going to call you Manuel because calling a grown man Grillz just feels weird—I just want to catch you up to speed,” I start.

			“Lawyer,” he says immediately. 

			“You’ve already called him and he’s on his way,” I say. 

			“Good. Then I’ve got nothin’ to say to you.” 

			“That’s fine. You don’t have to talk,” I say. “You can just listen while I talk.” 

			Astra leans forward. “But this is the only chance you’re going to have to get us to help you,” she presses. “We’re going to nail your ass to the wall, Manuel. But you can help us help you by telling us what we want to know.”

			He sighs and inspects his nails, frowning at a bit of dirt beneath one of them. Based on Esparza’s description of the man—and despite my own initial impressions of him—I decided to not take any chances and hooked his handcuffs to one of the steel bolts on the top of the table. The length of chain he’s got allows him to raise his hand to his mouth to gnaw on the fingernail that offended him so badly. 

			“Are you listening, Manuel?” I say. 

			“Lawyer,” he repeats. 

			“Uh-huh. Anyway, while you’ve been in here enjoying our hospitality, we sent teams to your mother’s house,” I say.

			“They turned everything upside down,” Astra adds. “Really made a mess of the house, and according to them, really upset your mother. Sorry about that.” 

			“Law… yer,” he repeats. 

			“According to the teams that raided your mother’s house, you’re a regular Pablo Escobar,” I say as I examine the document in the file in front of me. 

			“Yeah, if Pablo Escobar lived with mommy,” Astra cracks. 

			He glares at her balefully. “My mother lives with me.” 

			“No, I’m sorry. The house is in her name,” Astra taunts him. “That means you live with her. You’re a regular mama’s boy. Of course, given that you’re such a small man, I guess I don’t find that surprising. Small men tend to hide behind women’s skirts.” 

			“Shut your mouth, bi—”

			“Watch your mouth,” I cut him off. 

			He shifts his narrowed eyes to me. “Lawyer. Are you deaf, woman?”

			“Like I told you, your lawyer is on his way. I’m not forcing you to talk,” I reply. “But since you’re a captive audience, you can listen. There is no law forbidding me from speaking in an interrogation room, you know.”

			He gives us a dramatic eye roll and sits back in his chair as far as his chain will allow him to—which isn’t very far at all. An expression of irritation on his face, he sits forward again and gives us both a hard look. 

			“So, anyway, as I was saying, we found a lot of guns and a lot of drugs at your mother’s house,” I tell him. “It’s going to make that little bag you and your buddy torched look like child’s play when all is said and done. We’re talking federal time, Manuel. That’s hard time.” 

			He flashes me a smirk. “You can’t tie any of that to me.” 

			“No. We can’t. You’re right about that,” I reply. “But since it’s on your mom’s property, she’s going to take the full weight of it. I mean, if your mom is in her mid-fifties now, there’s a real good chance she never breathes free air again.”

			“That’s harsh,” Astra says. “Making your mom take the full ride? Cold, Manuel. That’s just ice cold.” 

			“Shut your mouth. My moms ain’t goin’ to no federal prison.”

			“Oh, yes, she will be. The bunker we found was on her property—”

			“It ain’t on her property.” 

			I give him a smile. “Oh. So, you know about the bunker.” 

			He tries to fold his arms over his chest but can’t manage it because of the chains. He snarls and slams the palms of his hands down on the table, the sharp boom echoing around the small interrogation room. We’ve got him rattled. We just need to keep pouring it on, and hopefully, he’ll say something stupid and serve himself up on a silver platter. 

			“What do you want?” he snaps. “I mean, what is it you pigs really want with me? You’re feds, so I know this ain’t about some stupid drug beef.” 

			“That deal out on the street was a stupid drug beef. But what we found at your mom’s house changes the entire game, Manuel,” I tell him. “See, that gives us what we in law enforcement like to call leverage.” 

			I let silence descend over the room, which at the same time, lets the pressure build. Grillz is wringing his hands together and bouncing his leg under the table. He can’t sit still anymore, which tells me our little squeeze play is starting to have the desired effect. Astra and I exchange a look, and I can see she’s fighting to keep the grin off her face, but it’s an effort for her. She loves this game. 

			“So? What the hell do you want with me?” he finally snarls. 

			The door opens and a man in a dark suit steps in. He’s average height, thin, and has hair that’s iron gray. His dark eyes take us in, and his lips curl down in a frown. 

			“James Stillwell, Mr. Rincon’s attorney,” he introduces himself. “And I know you’re not speaking to my client without my presence.” 

			“We were just laying out the sort of trouble his mother is in,” I reply. “We weren’t requiring him to speak to us.” 

			“You’re walking a very fine line, agent,” Stillwell glowers. 

			“And yet, never crossing it,” I point out. 

			“They’re sayin’ my mom is going to do federal time, Stillwell,” Grillz says. “Tell me that ain’t true.” 

			“Well… I’m not familiar with the facts of the case yet—”

			“They say they found my—” 

			Grillz bites off his words and clears his throat, his face darkening as he realizes just how close he came to incriminating himself. 

			“You should stop talking now, Manuel,” Stillwell says. 

			“Nah, man. They’re tryin’ to put away my moms,” he says. “They’re tellin’ me they found drugs and guns on her property and are gonna send her to a federal pen. Can they do that?” 

			Stillwell clears his throat. “Well, again, I’m afraid I don’t know the particulars—” 

			“Can they do that?” Grillz snarls. “That’s all I want to know.”

			“Well, if they found drugs and weapons on her property, then depending on how much they found, then it’s possible—”

			“My moms can’t go to prison, man,” Grillz cuts him off. 

			Stillwell turns and looks at me. “I assume there is a deal to be made here,” he says. “What is it you’re looking for, agents? I mean, really looking for. I assume you wouldn’t be coming down on his mother unless you had another agenda.” 

			“We don’t make the deals. The US Attorney does that,” I remind him. “But our word carries a lot of weight.”

			“What is it you want, agents?” 

			“Kimbra Powers,” Astra says. “We understand she owes you money.”

			The face that Grillz makes is a mix of confusion and relief.

			“That chick? That’s what this is all about?” he scoffs. “What did that little skank do that has you all up in a tizzy like this?” 

			“Does she? Owe you money?” I ask. 

			“Yeah. She’s into me for a couple grand.” 

			“Her father is loaded,” Astra says. “How can she possibly be in debt to you?” 

			He shrugs. “I hear her daddy has her on a strict allowance. And she parties so much, she burns through that pretty quick,” he says. “So, she relies on good people who are willin’ to extend her a line of credit to finance her… guilty pleasures.” 

			“So, you sell her drugs on credit,” Astra mocks. “How noble.”

			“Now, my client is not admitting to selling drugs to this Kimbra girl or any others,” Stillwell interjects. “He simply provides her a service and is willing to do so on credit.” 

			“That’s wonderful,” I say. “And when was the last time you saw her?” 

			He shrugs. “A week ago. Maybe two. She usually don’t come around unless she wants something. She’s like a stray cat.”

			“So, you’re telling us she owes you a couple grand, and you just let her come and go as she pleases because you’re such a good humanitarian?” 

			Grillz smiles, making the overhead lighting flash off his gold and diamond teeth. “Guess so. Or maybe I just got a soft spot for that little white girl.” 

			“Wait. Hold up a minute,” Stillwell says. “What’s really going on here, agents? What are you really after?” 

			I glance at Astra. There’s no reason to keep playing our cards so close to the vest. I’d hoped we could play this game outside the presence of his lawyer and get him talking on his own, but Stillwell got here faster than I’d anticipated. So, we had no choice but to throw the line out and hope he bit anyway. 

			“Kimbra Powers and her friend Natalia Goode are missing,” Astra tells him. “They haven’t been seen in days.”

			“Hold up. And you think I have somethin’ to do with that?” Grillz gasps. 

			“Do you?” I ask. 

			“Nah, man. I ain’t got nothin’ to do with that,” he almost shouts. “Why the hell would I do somethin’ to her?” 

			“Because she owes you money,” I state. “And we’ve heard that you have a very low tolerance for people who… disappoint you.” 

			Stillwell smirks. “You’ve been talking to Detective Esparza, I see,” he says. “He has been harassing my client for years.” 

			“Listen,” Grillz says. “I wouldn’t do anything to her. She works her debt off to me.” 

			“Works her debt off?” Astra asks. “You mean, she sleeps with you—” 

			“Nah. It ain’t nothin’ like that. I got a girl,” he tells us. “She—”

			“You need to stop talking, Manuel,” Stillwell interrupts. 

			“They think I did something to Kimbra. I’m telling you—” 

			“This is a bargaining chip, Manuel. Stop talking,” Stillwell says, then turns to me. “So? What is it worth, agents? Will you be willing to leave his mother alone if he tells you what he knows?” 

			“He’s already told us what we need to know. He says he didn’t do anything,” I say with a grin. “And that she works for him, thus negating his motive to make her disappear.” 

			“Be reasonable, agents. You know his mother had nothing to do with what was found,” Stillwell demands. “Going after his mother is just vindictive. As you said, he told you what you want to know, so let’s play ball here.” 

			Thankfully, Stillwell doesn’t know just how thin our case against her is. Unless we can somehow tie the bunker to either of them, we may be left holding a very empty bag. 

			“So, she works for you—Kimbra, that is,” I say. “Meaning, she sells drugs for you.”

			Manuel looks at his lawyer, a frown on his face. Stillwell’s face is pinched, and I can see the wheels turning in his head. He takes a moment then turns back to us. 

			“Miss Powers has been known to provide services to clients at some of the upscale functions she is known to attend—a clientele Mr. Rincon doesn’t otherwise have access to,” the lawyer says. “So, she and my client have a working arrangement. It works for both of them. And as you can see, he has no reason to be involved in her disappearance.” 

			I gnaw on my bottom lip for a moment, letting his words sink in. It makes sense. I study Grillz’s face closely for a moment, trying to get a read on him. Though he’s stoic and knows how to keep a good poker face up, I can see the confusion buried deep in his eyes. The news of Kimbra and Natalia’s disappearance is news to him. What I don’t see in his eyes, though, is a single trace of deception. He’s telling the truth. 

			“Fine. I get that,” I say. “And we’ll talk to the US Attorney about his mother. But there’s nothing I can do if they decide to refocus the case on your client.” 

			“He’s helped you—”

			“Less than you think, counselor. All he’s told us is he’s not responsible for their disappearance,” I cut him off. “It’s not like he gave us their location or even a lead that helps us figure out who took them. Don’t overplay your hand.” 

			“Metro is on their way,” Astra adds. “They’re going to take him to County and book him in on the drug charge.”

			“What drug charge?”

			“We have him on film selling outside a billiard hall,” Astra says. “From there, the DA and the US Attorney can decide what to do about the bunker.” 

			Stillwell sighs. Obviously, he didn’t know that we have him on film selling. Of course, that charge probably isn’t going to stick either. Stillwell strikes me as a slick wheeler and dealer, and he seems sharp. He’s probably going to be able to poke a lot of holes in the case if he puts his mind to it. My hope is that he’s just going to go straight into deal-making mode. 

			Astra and I get to our feet and head out of the interrogation room. There’s nothing more for us to do in there. 

			“You believe him?” Astra asks once we’re heading down the hall toward the conference room.

			I nod. “I do. You?” 

			“Yeah. As much as it kills me to say it, I do,” she admits. “I don’t think he has anything to do with the girls’ disappearance.” 

			“He’s also not the monster Esparza thinks he is,” I nod. “I kind of wish he was. It’d make it a lot easier to believe he was lying.” 

			She gives me a grin. “Just another case of the reality not living up to the hype.”

			“Tell me about it,” I reply. “Still, it should make Esparza’s day to see Grillz in lock up. If only for a little while.”

			“Hey, maybe he can help the DA use what we developed to make a case that sticks.”

			“And maybe Santa Claus will personally deliver a guilty verdict at the trial.” 

			She laughs as we head into the conference room to check in with Mo and Lucas again. Something has got to move on that front. Or we need to find a way to make them move.

			“Boss,” Rick says the moment we step through the doors. “You need to get over to the county coroner. They found a body.” 
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			Clark County Coroner’s Office; Las Vegas, NV

			Housed in a building made of stone and adobe-colored plaster, the Clark County Coroner’s Office is a lot smaller than I expected. We approach the glass doors and I pull the one on the left open. I follow Astra through and step into the cool air of the lobby. There are half a dozen plastic chairs against the wall on our left and another half dozen on the right. Each row of chairs has a small end table that’s battered and scarred and covered with magazines. 

			There’s a chest-high counter opposite the front doors, and an older woman with a floral blouse and gray hair pulled back into a tight bun stands behind it. She gives us both a warm smile as we approach. 

			“Good afternoon,” she greets us. “And how can I help you?” 

			We show the receptionist our badges. “Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’re here to see Dr. Foreman.”

			The woman looks at her computer and then turns back to us with a smile. “Yes, Dr. Foreman is expecting you,” she says. “He is in autopsy suite nine.”

			She hands us a pair of visitor badges which we clip to our coats and then she buzzes us through the security doors. We follow the signage and pass the other eight autopsy suites before we come to our destination. The doors slide open with a pneumatic hiss, and the cool air that rushes out is tinged with the scent of antiseptic and other chemicals so strong my eyes nearly start to water. 

			The autopsy suite itself isn’t unlike all the others we’ve been in. To our right, the wall is taken up by the refrigerated drawers they store bodies in. Everything is stainless steel and white tile, except for the floor, which is done in red tile. Probably to hide any blood. There are a pair of stainless steel autopsy tables in the center of the room, and at the other end, Dr. Foreman is standing at a desk, jotting down some notes on a clipboard. He looks up when we step into the room and sets his clipboard down on his desk. 

			“Dr. Foreman,” I say as we step over to him. “Agents Wilder and Russo.” 

			We all shake hands and finish our introductions. He’s not a tall man, probably about five-nine or so, with a head full of white hair. He’s clean-cut, has sparkling blue eyes behind thick square glasses, and has a bookish look about him. 

			“It’s nice to meet you, agents,” he says. 

			“You as well, doctor,” I reply. “We got a message that you’d called the field office?” 

			He nods. “Yes, yes, of course. Miller Henson is a good friend of mine, and I’d heard the Bureau was looking into the disappearance of the Powers girl,” he says. “And knowing how quickly gossip spreads through Metro, I figured it wasn’t going to be long before word of the body got around town. I wanted to let Miller know what we had so he could check it out before he heard it secondhand. But more importantly, I wanted to let the Bureau know before word got back to Dylan Powers.”

			Of the two, the Bureau and Dylan Powers, I get the impression that Dr. Foreman is more intimidated by Powers and wants to get the case closed before the man starts squeezing the ME’s office for answers. I figure he thinks it’s always better to be proactive and make it seem like he’s on the ball… which isn’t a bad plan when you’re dealing with somebody like Powers. 

			“We’re running point on this case. We’re just working out of the Vegas field office, so anything you come up with you can just pass on to us,” I tell him.

			“That’s great. I’ll do that.” 

			“So, what do you have for us, doctor?” 

			He nods and motions for us to follow him over to the refrigerated drawers. He stands on one side, and I stand with Astra on the other as he pulls it open. Foreman reaches down and pulls the sheet off the body in the drawer, and I have to stifle my gasp. 

			“Jesus,” I mutter.

			“She looks like she went through a meat grinder,” Astra remarks. 

			“Near enough it seems,” Foreman said. 

			The body in the drawer is like chewed-up meat. Or at least, the face is. I can only tell it’s a girl because of the hips and breasts. The girl’s face has been literally beaten to a pulp. It’s completely unrecognizable. She was beaten so badly that a visual ID will be impossible. We can forget a dental match too. 

			“Then there’s this,” Foreman adds.

			He pulls the sheet down lower and shows us that her hands have been removed as well. Astra frowns and shakes her head.

			“Yeah,” Foreman mutters. “We’re going to have to do a DNA match to see about getting an identification.”

			“If her DNA is even in the system,” Astra muses.

			I nod. If this is Kimbra Powers, I doubt her DNA is on file. She doesn’t have a record, nor has she gone into a profession where a DNA sample is required. 

			“You thinking cartel?” Astra asks. 

			I look at the body, closely examining what’s left of the face and the ragged stumps at the ends of her arms. There are deep gashes on the arms and torso from where it looks like they missed the wrists, and the pulping of this girl’s face is overkill. It’s all very brutal with no finesse whatsoever. Not that the cartels have cornered the market on finesse, subtlety, or anything like that; but to me, this almost looks like amateur hour. It looks like somebody with a hatchet just went berserk. 

			I shrug. “I mean, total disfigurement and removal of the hands to prevent us from getting prints is a pretty common cartel tactic.”

			“But?” she prods.

			“I can’t say. Something just feels… off.” 

			Astra runs her fingers through her long, dark hair and grimaces. “We’re never going to get an ID off this body. We may never know if this is Kimbra Powers or not.” 

			“It’s the same general build and body type. The hair color is similar,” I say weakly. “But, yeah, I’d never testify in court that this is Kimbra Powers.”

			“This might help,” Foreman says as he hands me a plastic bag. 

			Astra and I exchange a look as I open the bag and take the small, black wallet out. I open it up, and the first thing I see is Kimbra Powers’s driver’s license. I slip it out of the wallet and hand it to Astra. She takes it from me and looks it over. As she does, I look at the body once more, noting that the build is similar to Kimbra’s… at least in the photos I’ve seen. Never having met the girl, I can’t say for sure that this is or isn’t her. 

			“We still need independent corroboration that this is in fact, Kimbra Powers,” I say. “Just because the ID was with the body isn’t conclusive proof.”

			“No, of course not,” Foreman nods. “We’ll run the DNA.” 

			“There’s a more direct way of making an ID,” I tell him.

			Foreman cringes, obviously not liking where this is headed. It is inevitable though. It’s unlikely that Kimbra’s DNA will be in the system, meaning we’re going to need another way to identify the body anyway. And the most reliable way to do that is going to be having Dylan Powers down here to take a look at it. He’ll likely know if it’s his daughter. He’ll be able to pick out any birthmarks or other identifying features. It’s a gruesome way to make an ID, but at this point, with nothing else to go on, we don’t have a choice. 

			The phone in the suite rings, and Foreman walks over to answer it. Astra and I confer quietly, and I’m doing my best to keep from eavesdropping on the medical examiner who’s having a whispered but tense phone conversation. He finally hangs it up and remains where he is for a moment, head down, eyes closed. 

			“What is it, Dr. Foreman?” I ask. “Are you all right?” 

			Frowning, he raises his head and walks back over to us. “Dylan Powers is here,” he says. “He’s on his way to ID the body.” 

			“That was fast,” I note.

			He shrugs. “I told you that gossip here is faster than a forest fire.” 

			He’s just finished that sentence when the doors to the autopsy suite open and one of the ME’s office security guards escorts Powers in. His face tightens, and his expression grows dark when he sees Astra and me standing there next to the body.

			“What are they doing here?” he growls. 

			“The better question is, what are you doing here, Mr. Powers?” I ask. “No official calls have been made as of yet—” 

			“I have my sources.”

			I shrug. “Yes, well, we’re here because we are still looking into the disappearance of your daughter and her friend,” I tell him. “And you shouldn’t have come down until you were called, Mr. Powers. There is no reason to upset you without reason—”  

			“Is—is that my daughter?” he asks. “Is that my Kimbra?” 

			His sure stride falters when he gets within ten feet of the body, and I see something cross his face I never expected to see in Dylan Powers—fear. He’s looking down at the sheet I’d pulled back over the body when he walked in, not knowing if it’s his daughter or not. The expression of fear and uncertainty on his face is so thick I can practically smell it wafting off him. He tries to hide his hands by slipping them into his pockets, but not before I saw them. They’d been trembling, and though he’s doing his level best to control himself, I see the shimmer in his eyes. 

			To be honest, until that moment, I didn’t know for sure whether Powers loved his daughter or not. He’s restraining himself and keeping it all locked down inside. He’s doing everything in his power to remain stoic and seemingly unaffected by it all. But he’s not fooling me. And seeing the intense emotional reaction in the man tells me he loves his daughter very deeply. And to be honest, I’m surprised. 

			“We’re still trying to determine that,” Astra says and holds up the license I’d given her. “But your daughter’s driver’s license was found with the body.”

			He looks from Astra to me and back again, a look of confusion crossing his face. “Then how can you not know if it’s her or not? Are you that incompetent?” he snarls. “Compare the damn picture and tell me.”

			“I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Mr. Powers.” 

			“How is it more complicated than that?” 

			His face is red and growing tighter, and I can see that he’s on the verge of an emotional explosion. To that point, Dr. Foreman has been content to stand off to the side, remaining quiet and with his head down, letting us take the brunt of Powers’s anger. And that’s been fine. But now it’s time for him to do his job. I motion to him and look pointedly at the sheet that’s covering the body. Moving slowly, Dr. Foreman walks to the side of the drawer. 

			“I—I should warn you, Mr. Powers,” Foreman starts. “The condition of the body is… I’m sure it will be upsetting.” 

			“Enough of the theatrics,” Powers snarls, but his voice quivers. “Pull the sheet back and let me see already, Sebastian.”

			“Right. Sure.” 

			Foreman gingerly pulls the sheet back, exposing the horror beneath. Powers lets out a choked gasp and covers his mouth as he sees the body for the first time. His eyes are fixed on it, and his face has drained of color. I can see he wants to turn away, but for some reason, he can’t seem to do it. 

			“Oh, Jesus,” he whispers into his hand. 

			“Mr. Powers,” Foreman says. “Can you tell if this is your daughter?” 

			Powers shakes his head. “I… I have no idea. I can’t tell,” he says. “But… flip her onto her left side.” 

			“Her left side?” I ask. “Why is that?” 

			Powers sniffs loudly, his eye shimmering wildly. “Because she’s got a tattoo on her right shoulder blade. A butterfly. I need to see if it’s there.”

			Foreman nods and leans over the body, gently placing his hands beneath it. As he lifts up the body and turns it onto its side, it’s shaking as hard as his hands are. The skin is pristine. Not a drop of ink anywhere to be seen. Powers lets out a long, shuddering breath. His entire body is shaking so hard that his legs very nearly give out from beneath him. Just in time, he grabs hold of the drawer and holds himself up on it. 

			“It’s not her. That’s not my little girl,” he rasps. “That’s not my Kimbra. Thank God that’s not her.” 

			The tears still flow down his face, but his lips are curled upward, and the look of relief etched into his features is palpable. 

			“That’s not her,” he repeats. “Thank God, that’s not her.”

			I have no feeling for Dylan Powers one way or the other. But I’m glad that it’s not Kimbra. I’m glad that his daughter may still be out there, alive and well somewhere. But that still leaves the biggest, most obvious question unanswered. 

			Who is the body in the coroner’s drawer?   
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			Clark County Coroner’s Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“Mr. Powers, can you give us a minute, please?” I ask. 

			“I’m very busy—”

			“We can talk here, or we can deem you a person of interest in the disappearance of your daughter and have that word with you down at the field office,” I snap.

			“That’s a load of crap. I had nothing to do with Kimbra’s disappearance, and you both know it, agents,” he sneers. 

			“Maybe. Maybe not,“ Astra replies. “Until we talk with you, we don‘t know anything for sure.” 

			We ambushed Powers in the parking lot as he walked to his car. It’s time we start getting some answers from him. The walking mountain that is his driver-slash-bodyguard is standing near the rear door of Powers’s SUV and tenses when he sees us surround his boss. I watch as the large man’s hand drifts slowly toward his coat and quickly hold up my badge for him to see. 

			“You’re going to want to keep your hands where I can see them,” I call out. 

			Powers glances over at his man, an expression of annoyance on his face. “Relax, Afu,” he says. “It’s fine.” 

			The big Samoan relaxes—or at least, moves his hands away from his jacket—as Powers turns back to me, irritation still on his face. My threat to drag him down to the station is hollow, I know. And he knows it too. That doesn’t mean I won’t do it though. Yeah, his attorney would have him out of the box in less than an hour, but that would be time I could use to question Powers with the hope that I can pick up on something or he gives something away. 

			“This is garbage, and you know it,” he says. “You have no reason to haul me into your field office. You know I had nothing to do with Kimbra’s disappearance.”

			“What I know right now I can fit pretty comfortably into a thimble,” I tell him. “The only thing I know for certain is that you have been stonewalling us from the moment we hit town. I want to know why you won’t help us help your daughter. I know your story about her blowing town is crap. I know she’s been taken. Your lawyer Beck confirmed it for me.”

			“Yes, well, Mr. Beck, unfortunately, spoke out of turn. But I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore,” he tells us. “As he mentioned, we have the situation well in hand. Everything is fine, and we do not require your assistance.” 

			“You’re in over your head, Mr. Powers,” Astra says. “The body in there—that looks like it was done by the cartels. That’s how they like to send a message. And given the fact that whoever that girl is had your daughter’s wallet and ID, I’d say it’s a pretty specific message.”

			He licks his lips and shuffles his feet, but he says nothing. Instead, he stands there staring at both of us with a blank look on his face, silent, unwilling to give us anything. 

			“Do you know who the girl in the drawer in there is, Mr. Powers?” I ask.

			“I haven’t the first clue.” 

			“Why did she have your daughter’s wallet and ID?” 

			“Again, I haven’t the first clue.” 

			“Why are you so unwilling to help us?” Astra growls. 

			“Because your help isn’t necessary.”

			“Mr. Powers, I can see just how much you love your daughter. It was written all over your face in there,” I tell him. “So, why aren’t you using every resource at your disposal to bring her home? My agents tell me you’ve done absolutely nothing. Haven’t gone anywhere. Haven’t met anybody. You seem to be sitting on your hands.”

			“So, you do have agents watching me. Mr. Beck thought as much,” he says. “As for what I’ve done or not done, you have no idea. The situation is being handled. And it will be resolved.” 

			“Mr. Powers, if this is the work of one of the cartels, you may think you’re handling the situation and that it will be resolved, but you’re deluding yourself,” I say. “These people are monsters. They don’t negotiate in good faith, and the odds they go back on their word are extremely high.” 

			“Thank you, Agent Wilder. I like to think I’m a pretty keen judge of character. At the very least, I like to think I’m not an idiot and know when I am being played,” he snaps. “I never said I trust whom I’m dealing with. I am merely saying the situation is being handled.” 

			“Why not let us help, Mr. Powers?” I press. “If nothing else, we can provide support just to make sure these guys are operating in good faith. We can help you keep them honest.” 

			He frowns for a moment, actually seeming to be thinking it over. A moment later, though, he shakes his head, dismissing the idea from his thoughts entirely. 

			“No, thank you,” he replies. “I’ll be fine on my own.” 

			“So, that’s it?” Astra jumps in. “You’re just going to let these guys disrespect you this way? You’re going to let them take your daughter, then take you for however many millions they’re demanding from you?” 

			“It has nothing to do with respect, Agent Russo. And everything to do with greed.” 

			“It is about respect. I know that for guys like you, respect is the name of the game. I know that guys like you demand respect. You demand unwavering loyalty,” Astra goes on and gestures to his driver-slash-bodyguard. “And I know that when somebody tries to pull one over on you, there are usually consequences. Severe consequences. But this time, you’re letting these guys get over on you. You’re letting them snatch your little girl, then turn around and snatch whatever it is they’re demanding you give them.” 

			“And how exactly would you know what ‘guys like me’ think or do, Agent Russo?” he asks with a wry twist of his lips. 

			“You really believe you’re the first rich, arrogant, entitled prick I’ve run across in my life?” she asks. “Oh, I’m sure you’ve got a few more zeros in your bank account than they do. But more zeros doesn’t change the underlying attitude that comes with having more money than most people.” 

			He chuckles softly. “Well. It sounds like you have me all figured out.” 

			“Not entirely. I still haven’t figured out why you’re going to risk your daughter’s life on your ability to read the behavior of somebody who works for a cartel.” 

			“Not just your daughter’s life, but the life of Natalia Goode, whom I’m sure never asked to be part of this,” I add. 

			Powers’s face darkens, and he glowers at me. The muscles in his jaw work as he clenches and unclenches his jaw. He looks like he wants to rip my head off. But if there’s one thing he’s mastered, it’s the art of self-control. Powers takes a moment, and though he speaks through gritted teeth, he’s relatively calm. 

			“My daughter never asked to be part of this.” 

			“No. She didn’t,” I say. “And yet, you’re still putting both of their lives at risk because you have to be the man. You have to be in control and the one calling all the shots.” 

			“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

			“It is. Because the idea that you have control is a lie. You think you’re calling all the shots, but you’re not, Mr. Powers,” I say. “What’s going to happen when you give them that bag of cash? Do you really believe they’re just going to hand Kimbra over, and you’ll all go your separate ways?” 

			“Agent Wilder—” 

			“That’s not how this game works, Mr. Powers. But you just can’t see it,” I say. “Tell me this. What happens when you feed a stray cat?” 

			He gives me a strange expression, almost as if he hadn’t understood the question. I give him another minute, but he looks no closer to grasping the analogy. 

			“A stray cat, Mr. Powers. What happens when you feed it?” 

			“I’m sure you’re trying to make a point. I, unfortunately, don’t know what it is,” he confesses. “Why don’t you enlighten me?” 

			“The cat keeps coming back around, looking for more. Once you feed that stray cat, you’ll never get rid of it,” I tell him. “When you give these kidnappers the money you’ve negotiated, that’s exactly what’s going to happen here. They are going to hold onto Kimbra and keep bleeding you for more and more money.”

			“If you let us help, we can put a stop to that before it ever starts,” Astra says. “We can throw these guys in prison. Your daughter will be safe, and you’ll never have to worry about them coming back around looking for more money.” 

			He looks at us for a couple of moments. I can see there’s some small part of him that sees the logic in what we’re saying. There’s some small part of him that wants our help. I don’t know if it’s his ego or something else, but the larger part of him is in control, and it’s telling him to go this alone. That he doesn’t need us. 

			“Thank you, agents. I truly do appreciate your concern. But as I said before, it’s being handled,” he says. “Now, if there’s nothing else?” 

			Astra and I stand there just shaking our heads. As much as I’d love to grab him by his lapels and slap some sense into him, I know it wouldn’t work. He’s dead set on dealing with this alone. He believes he knows what he’s getting into and is too arrogant to see that he’s in way over his head. If Powers does this on his own, it is going to go sideways, and somebody is going to get hurt. Or he’ll simply never see his daughter again. One of those two things is guaranteed to happen. 

			When we say nothing, Powers takes that as his cue to leave. He turns and allows Afu to open the door for him. Powers jumps into the back seat of his SUV, looking out at us through the open window. When the big Samoan gets behind the wheel and starts the engine, Powers turns his head and looks forward as the window slides upward. We watch the SUV drive off, unable to do a damn thing to stop it. 

			“I’ve never felt so powerless,” Astra groans. 

			“Neither have I,” I reply. “But I’m not done yet. He’s hiding something.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I mean there is something more going on than Kimbra’s abduction. He’s involved somehow—I just can’t put my finger on it.”

			“I don’t know, Blake—” 

			“I do. His vehement insistence on doing this himself is the tipoff for me,” I say. “I’m not saying he had her abducted. All I’m saying is he knows more about what’s going on than he’s saying. It’s bigger than just someone asking for ransom. There’s something he’s not telling us. A key piece of this puzzle.” 

			“Then I suggest we figure out what it is,” Astra says. “And soon.” 

			“My thought exactly.” 
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“It might be tough to get a warrant for a wiretap, Blake,” Miller says. 

			“We suspect him of being involved somehow in Kimbra’s kidnapping,” I reply. “We need to know who he’s talking to.”

			A grin flickers across his lips as he arches an eyebrow at me. “Do you really suspect him of being involved? Or are you just pissed that he’s stonewalling you?” 

			I laugh softly. “Maybe a bit of both,” I admit. “But to be honest, I really believe there’s something there. Powers is mixed up in this somehow, Miller. I can feel it.” 

			“Do you have any evidence?” 

			I shake my head. “Nothing solid. Just my gut. But I know I’m right,” I press him. “He’s working with the people who took his daughter for a reason. I’m thinking they’ve got some sort of leverage on him… more than simply having his daughter. I’m thinking maybe he was trying to work around them, or find some way to get out from underneath them—and they snatched her to reinforce their hold on him.”

			“That’s a whole bunch of ifs and maybes,” he points out. 

			“It is,” I acknowledge. “But if we’re ever going to figure out what the hell is going on and find those girls, we need to be willing to take a few chances.”

			He laughs. “There’s taking chances, and then there’s breaking the law,” he replies. “We can’t tap somebody based on a hunch. You know that.” 

			I tap the point of my pen on the tabletop and nod. “Yeah, I know. But we can’t get the evidence we need without finding out who he’s talking to.” 

			Miller sighs heavily. “I’ll tell you what. I know a couple of friendly judges,” he says. “I make no promises, but I’ll talk to them and see if anybody’s willing to go out on a limb for us. I mean, way out on a limb. If I were you, though, I’d prepare to be disappointed.”

			“That’s what I always tell Rick’s dates before they go out,” Astra chimes in.

			That gets a laugh and helps lighten a bit of the tension that has been settling over the room. I don’t know what I was expecting. I guess maybe part of me thought Miller would be able to wave a magic wand and make a warrant for a wiretap appear. But I know how silly that is. It’s just frustrating to know that Powers is caught up in something that’s left him completely out of his depth, has gotten his daughter and her friend pulled into it, and not be able to do a damn thing about it. 

			“I appreciate anything you can do, Miller,” I say with a smile. “And don’t worry, I’m managing my expectations.” 

			“Probably best. I’ll be in touch,” he replies.

			He turns and walks out of the conference room, and I watch the doors slide shut behind him, not even sure where to go now. We’ve got nothing substantial to go on. No leads. No clues. And no suspects. We might as well be back in Seattle for all the good we’re doing here. But one thing I’ve learned over the years I’ve been doing this job is that this is a game of patience. Things may seem bleak and hopeless, but all you need is one little thing. All we need is one piece that fits into the puzzle, and we’re right back in the game.

			It’s frustrating to have nothing, but the clue that breaks it open can come from anywhere at any time. I’ve never been very patient. And that lack of patience gets even worse when the lives of two young women are hanging in the balance. 

			“Hey, Blake, I think we have something,” Rick pipes up. 

			I pull myself out of my head and turn to him. “What do you have?” 

			“Well, SAC Henson was able to get us warrants to get into Kimbra and Natalia’s phones. We’ve been able to access their emails, their Clouds, the works,” he says. 

			“All right, what have you found?” 

			“Nina and I didn’t want to say anything in front of Henson just yet,” he tells me. “We wanted to present it to you first and see how you wanted to proceed.” 

			“Just get to it without all the disclaimers,” Astra snaps. 

			He waves her off. “Right, right. Okay, so according to their phone records, Kimbra received a call—

			“Several calls actually,” Nina clarifies.

			“Right. Several calls. All from the same number,” he says. “On a hunch, we looked at the phone records from the hotel, and that same number called their room several times as well.” 

			I sit up in my chair a little taller and feel a ball of warmth burst to life in my belly. This might be it. This might be the one piece of the puzzle we need to get things rolling—to get some momentum and life into our case. 

			“Go on,” I tell him.

			“Anyway, it looks like Kimbra answered the call at 9:14 a.m.,” he says. 

			“She spoke to her caller for about three minutes,” Nina jumps in.

			“And do we have a name on the owner of the other phone?” I ask. 

			Nina nods. “Casey Wall.” 

			“What do we know about Casey Wall?” I ask. 

			“She’s twenty-five years old. Sandy blonde hair, blue eyes,” Rick reads off. “Only child of Jackson and Agatha Wall. Jackson is a short-haul truck driver who resides here in Vegas, and Agatha died of breast cancer about fifteen years ago.” 

			“What does she do for a living?” Astra asks.

			“She’s a cocktail waitress down at the Silver Spur—it’s a gentleman’s club,” he says. 

			“Pretty sure you’ll never find an actual gentleman in that place,” Astra cracks. 

			“I’m putting her Facebook page up on the screen,” Nina says. 

			I turn and look at the monitors at the front of the room and see a picture of Casey Wall come up. She’s a pretty girl, and her body type and hair color are similar to Kimbra’s… and also similar to the corpse in the morgue. 

			“It could be the dead girl,” Astra offers.

			I nod. “It could be. Hard to make a positive ID though.”

			“Here, this might help,” Nina says.

			She flips to another photo. It’s a close-up of her ankle, and just above the bone is a small tattoo—a small paw print. The caption says she got it to commemorate the death of her beloved cat, Jinx. I turn to Astra.

			“There was nothing done to the feet, right?”

			Astra shakes her head. “Not that I saw.” 

			“Call Dr. Foreman,” I say. “Ask him to look for that tat.” 

			“On it.” 

			I turn back to Rick and Nina. “Great work, guys. Is there anything else?” 

			Rick nods. “Yeah. Using their cellphone data, we can put Kimbra Powers and Natalia Goode with Casey Wall in the same place the morning they went missing.” 

			“They met at a small coffee house sort of near the Cosmo called Desert Beans. Kimbra and Natalia caught an Uber there,” Nina says. “I’ve already pulled the security camera footage, and we’ve got a shot of all three of them together inside the shop.” 

			“Any texts or anything that tells us what this meeting was about?” I ask.

			Nina nods. “Nothing.”

			“Do these girls know each other?” Astra asks. 

			“No indication of it on socials,” Rick says. “Casey never once mentions Kimbra or Natalia and vice versa.” 

			“So, how did their paths cross?” I mutter to myself. 

			Nina pulls up the security footage from the coffee house and puts it on the screens for us. She lets it run, showing the girls all together. There’s no audio, so we can’t hear what they’re saying, unfortunately, but their interaction is brief. They turn and head out of the coffee house.

			“Please tell me we have a camera outside,” I say.

			“There’s one in the parking lot,” Nina says.

			She hits a button and the view changes to the parking lot behind the coffee house. We watch as the girls walk to a silver and black, sporty-looking Mercedes Maybach. Natalia and Kimbra get into the back seat, and Casey slips behind the wheel. A moment later, the car pulls out of the parking lot and disappears. 

			“Rick, have you been able to get a trace on the car?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “Negative. They’ve disabled the GPS in it and I couldn’t get a shot of the license plate,” he says. “And it’s shortly after that shot when Kimbra and Natalia’s phones go dark in that parking lot behind that abandoned warehouse.” 

			I get to my feet and fold my arms over my chest. My lips pursed, I pace the room, playing and replaying it all in my mind. There are a lot of disparate pieces to sift through, but we’re still lacking that one thing that’ll pull them all together to form a single, cohesive picture. Even though there are still way too many unknowns for me to feel good about where we are, I can’t deny there is that unmistakable sense of momentum starting to build in the pit of my stomach. I get that feeling when we’re heading down the right path, and the closer we get to solving a case, the stronger it gets. It’s a subtle flutter at the moment, but it’s there. I find it encouraging.

			“I have a question,” Astra starts. “How does a cocktail waitress at a strip club get the money for a freaking Mercedes Maybach? Those things retail several hundred thousand dollars—and no, I did not just misspeak. Benjamin priced one once. And only once.” 

			“That’s an excellent question,” I note.

			“Sugar daddy?” Astra wonders.

			“If she’s got one, there’s no mention of him on any of her social media platforms,” Nina says. “I’ve been all over her digital presence and I’ve found nothing that would indicate she has a sugar daddy. Or had, I suppose, if she’s dead.” 

			“Does the family have money?” I ask.

			Rick shakes his head. “Not really. They’ve got a small house. But her dad drives a truck locally,” he says. “And I’ve done a little digging around but haven’t found anything that indicates they’ve got any sort of wealth.” 

			I turn to Astra. “What did Doc Foreman say?”

			“The tattoo is there,” she says. “It appears we can confirm the body is Casey Wall.” 

			“Cause of death?”

			“He hasn’t finished the autopsy yet,” she replies, “but the preliminary suggestion is that she was beaten to death. None of those wounds we saw appear to be postmortem.”

			“Jesus,” I mutter. “What a horrible way to go.” 

			“Tell me about it,” Astra says. 

			“Rick, do we have an address for Casey Wall? And for her father?” I ask.

			“We do,” he confirms. “I’ll send them to your phones.” 

			“Thank you. Keep digging, guys. And keep us in the loop if you find anything,” I say.

			“Copy that,” they say. 

			I turn to Astra. “Ready to take a ride?” 

			“You know me. I was born ready for anything.” 

			“Well, you’re in the right city for that then. You can have anything here,” I tell her.

			I snatch my keys, and we head for the door as a thought passes through my mind: everything has a price. You can have anything you want, so long as you’re willing to pay the price. Unfortunately for Kimbra and Natalia, they’ve been stuck paying Dylan Powers’s tab. 

			And what about Casey? What happened that made her have to pay with her life?
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			Cedar Creek Apartments; Las Vegas, NV

			There are no cedars in sight, nor are there any creeks, which makes me wonder how exactly this apartment complex got its name. It’s an older complex in one of the seedier parts of town. From the outside, the place looks pretty run down. It’s a sprawling complex of two-story buildings that look more like prison cells than apartments. The paint on the buildings isn’t fresh, they don’t do much in the way of landscaping, and there is trash everywhere you look. 

			“Charming,” Astra says. 

			When we park next to the curb outside the complex and get out, I set the alarm but wonder if it’s going to be up on blocks and stripped by the time we come back. Not much I can do, though, and worrying about it isn’t going to do me any good. If it happens, the paperwork is going to be a pain in my butt. I think that’s pretty much the biggest reason I’m so concerned about something happening to our SUV. 

			As we follow the path that winds through the complex, I can feel eyes on us. Some I can see—people are sitting out in front of their units, others on their patios, and others in chairs beneath the trees in areas that are covered mostly in brown, dry grass and dirt. There are other unseen eyes on us though. I can feel them every time we walk past a darkened window. I can see the blinds in other windows being pulled aside as we pass. 

			“I think I finally understand what it feels like to be a zoo exhibit,” Astra mutters.

			“Right?” 

			I’m sure we’re being scrutinized like this simply because I don’t think cops spend a lot of time in the Cedar Creek Apartments, so they tend to stand out. We might not be wearing a uniform, but people always seem to identify us as law enforcement. Astra likes to say I just look like a cop. I disagree, but drawing so much attention as we pass through the complex, I realize I may need to reassess that belief and maybe try to tone down my look so I’m not as recognizable as law enforcement. 

			We finally make it to unit 237. It’s on the second floor of the C Building and has a metal security door that’s equal parts black paint and rust spots. Beside the door is a large, plate glass window that looks like it hasn’t been washed in years; two plastic lawn chairs sit beneath it. A coffee can that’s nearly filled to the top with cigarette butts sits between them, and the ground around the chairs is covered with ash that looks like a gray and black snowdrift.

			The security door rattles and shakes so wildly when I knock that I’m half-afraid it’s going to fall off its hinges. We wait for a minute, and I’m just about to knock again when the door opens a crack and a wide green eye peers out at us from the gap.

			“Yes?” comes a quavering voice. 

			We badge her, which makes that single eye looking out at us grow comically wide. The fear is so thick I can practically smell it. Although, it’s a bit tough to pick it out over the gut-churning stench of fish that’s cooking somewhere in the complex. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “Is this Casey Wall’s apartment?”

			“It… uh… yes,” the girl behind the door says. “I’m her roommate.” 

			“You need to let us in,” Astra says gently. “We need to look around.”

			A choked sob sounds from behind the door. “Did something happen to Casey?” 

			I give a tight smile. “We’d rather not talk about it out here,” I say.

			She unlocks the security door and opens it, stepping aside to let us in. Astra and I walk into a small but cozy apartment. Based on what it looked like outside, I expected the interior to match and figured we’d be walking into a place that’d make a hoarder cringe. The inside, though, is clean. The furniture is all mismatched and is obviously secondhand or thrifted. But it seems as though Casey and this young lady in front of us did their best to keep the place neat and orderly. It’s decorated with cheap posters and lights up on the walls, and there isn’t quite enough storage for the number of books lying around, but it seems to be a pretty typical apartment for a pair of young girls.

			“What’s your name?” Astra asks. 

			“Elizabeth Gay,” she replies. “But everybody just calls me Lizzy.” 

			“Hi, Lizzy. I’m Astra, and this is Blake.” 

			Lizzy is diminutive. She’s no more than five-two with red hair cut in a bob and a very delicate bone structure—her wrists are so small, I feel like I could break them with one hand if I wanted to. She’s got pale skin—like she doesn’t go outside very often—and dazzling green eyes. 

			“You and Casey are friends?” I ask.

			She nods. “For a few years now, yes,” she replies. “We met at the club. I used to serve drinks, too, but I got a job at the library. Books are my life now.”

			There are three beaten and battered bookcases that seem to take up most of the living room, and they’re all stuffed with books. Hardcovers and paperbacks alike live on those shelves. There are stacks on the coffee table and in random places on the floor as well, but they’re arranged so it’s more like they’re supposed to be there. They’re all well-worn and appear to have been read. Many times. They’re definitely not there just for show.  

			“Please,” Lizzy says. “Did something happen to Casey?” 

			“Why would you ask us that?” I ask. 

			“Because I haven’t seen her in two days,” she says, her wide, green eyes shimmering with tears. “That’s not like her. She always comes home. If nothing else, she would at least call me to tell me what was happening. But I haven’t heard a word from her, and I’m getting really scared that something terrible happened.” 

			I know we shouldn’t tell her what happened. For one thing, we don’t yet have official confirmation that the body in the ME’s cold drawer is Casey Wall. For another thing, Casey’s family should be notified before anybody else. But something about seeing this girl standing in front of me, so scared and vulnerable, triggers something inside of me. My heart goes out to her, and I know that telling Lizzy that her friend is probably dead isn’t going to do anything but crush her. But it would also give her some finality to the situation. She wouldn’t be left sitting here wondering anymore.

			“Please, Blake. I need to know,” Lizzy presses. 

			I sigh. “Nothing is official yet, Lizzy. We’re waiting for the ME to make an official determination. But… a body was found, and it matches Casey’s description.” 

			She cocks her head. “Matches her description? What does that mean?” 

			“I’m sorry, but that’s all I can tell you right now. I honestly shouldn’t have even told you that,” I tell her. “But it looks like Casey… it looks like she may have been murdered.” 

			A choked sob bursts from Lizzy’s throat, and her legs give out beneath her. She falls to her knees and buries her face in her hands, nearly hyperventilating as she sobs wildly. As I help Lizzy up off the floor and to the sofa, Astra goes into the kitchen. I hear the clink of glasses and then the sound of the sink being turned on. A moment later, she comes back into the living room and hands Lizzy the glass of water. Her hands are shaking so hard, that she very nearly drops it but manages to hang on and take a long swallow.

			“Thank you,” she whispers. 

			I go into the kitchen and grab a couple of paper towels and bring them out to her. Astra and I stand to the side awkwardly, giving Lizzy a couple of minutes to gather herself.

			“Lizzy, I’m sorry to ask, but do you know of anybody who wanted to hurt Casey?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “No. Nobody,” she says, her voice trembling. “I mean, she hung out with some shady people, but I don’t think any of them would ever hurt her.”

			“We’re going to need a list of names anyway,” Astra tells her. “We’ll need to check them all out.”

			Lizzy nods. “All—all right.” 

			“Lizzy, would you mind if we had a look around Casey’s room?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “No. Go ahead. It’s the door on the right.” 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			She buries her face in her hands again and starts to cry. Feeling a little awkward, Astra and I walk down the hallway that leads to the bedrooms. I open Casey’s door and step inside. The room, like the rest of the house, is clean and tidy. The bed is neatly made, and the furniture, like the stuff out in the living room, is a bit of a hodgepodge. But like the rest of the house, Casey took pride in her room. 

			The walls are covered in framed posters of famous Broadway plays and photos of Casey with her friends. Hanging on the wall above her desk is a vision board. On it are pictures she’d cut out of magazines—plays, musicals, movies, and inspirational quotes. She obviously had dreams of being an actress or singer. It’s heartbreaking to see her dreams laid out for all to see, knowing they’ll never be fulfilled because Casey is laying in a cold drawer down at the ME’s office, bludgeoned beyond recognition. 

			Letting out a deep breath, I start to rifle through the tall chest of drawers as Astra tackles the desk. I don’t find anything in her dresser—nothing is hidden beneath her clothes, no false bottom compartments. It’s exactly what it looks like. Astra moves on from the desk to the small metal filing cabinet sitting next to the desk, so I switch gears and start in on the closet. It takes me a little while to get through the shoeboxes that fill the shelf at the top of the closet, but I find nothing out of the ordinary. 

			There’s a blue steamer trunk sitting on the floor of the closet, so I clear off the folded sweaters that are sitting on top and open the lid. Inside, there’s an assortment of old clothes and personal items. On the right side of the trunk, though, is a black bag that piques my curiosity. I pull it out then unzip it, and when I see what’s inside, I freeze. 

			“Astra,” I call over. 

			She comes over, and when I show her what’s in the bag, she whistles low. “Are you even kidding me?” 

			I reach into the bag and pull out a thick stack of banded one-hundred-dollar bills. Ten thousand dollars. And in the black bag, there are four stacks. 

			“What is a cocktail waitress doing with forty grand in a bag?” I ask.

			“How did she get it? Does she rob banks on the side?”

			“Escort?” I ask.

			Astra shrugs. “Maybe. But that is a lot of escorting right there.” 

			“Let’s finish searching the rest of the room. Maybe we’ll find an explanation.” 

			We sweep the rest of the room, searching closely for secret compartments or hidden pockets of money but don’t find anything else. Certainly, nothing that explains the forty grand in her room. 

			“Maybe Lizzy knows what this is all about?” Astra offers.

			“Let’s go ask.” 

			I carry the bag out to the living room and sit down on the couch next to Lizzy. She dabs her eyes with the paper towel and looks over at me. 

			“Lizzy,” I start softly. “Do you happen to know where Casey got forty thousand dollars?” 

			She looks from me to the bag I’m holding open, and I watch her eyes grow wide as she looks at the stacks of cash. She’s silent for a long minute and shakes her head. 

			“Casey was always saying she was broke,” she says. “I have no idea where she got that much money. She never said anything to me about it.” 

			“Lizzy, do you know if she was selling drugs or anything like that?” Astra asks. 

			“No. Not at all,” Lizzy says. “She wouldn’t. I mean, she smoked a little weed now and then, but she’d never sell it.”

			“You’re sure?”

			She nods. “I’m positive. I knew her better than anybody, and I know she’d never sell drugs. That just wasn’t her.” 

			“Okay,” I say. 

			That money didn’t just appear out of thin air. And that isn’t the sort of money a cocktail waitress would have. Which means we’re going to need to dig deep into Casey Wall’s life and see what she was involved in. Lizzy hands me a piece of paper with a list of names on it. 

			“Thank you, Lizzy. We appreciate all your help,” I say and hand her a card. “We may have some follow-up questions for you. If you think of anything else that might help, please call me right away.”

			“I will,” she says, looking me square in the eye. “Please find out who did this to Casey, agents. Please.”

			“We’re going to do our very best. You have my word.” 

			Astra and I take our leave and walk back to the car in silence. It’s thankfully untouched when we get back, so we climb in and drive away, heading back to the field office. We drive in silence for a few minutes, and I glance over at Astra. She’s got that furrow between her eyebrows that she gets when she’s got something cooking in her mind. She’s deep in thought.

			“You okay?” I ask.

			She nods. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

			“What’s on your mind?” 

			“Those stacks of cash. They just don’t fit,” she says. “It’s like that Maybach. For a girl living near the poverty line like she seemed to be, Casey Wall certainly has a nice car and plenty of cash to burn.” 

			“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.” 

			We drive on in silence for a few more minutes when Astra turns to me. “I’m going to take one of those stacks.” 

			“Planning on an evening out?” I ask. 

			“I wish,” she replies. “No, I had a thought about the money. Something that may explain all these incongruities.” 

			“Yeah? What is it?” 

			“I don’t want to say just yet—not until I know if my idea has legs or not.”

			“Fair enough,” I say. “Just keep me in the loop.”

			“I will.” 
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			Residence of Jackson Wall; Las Vegas, NV

			“So, where’d you disappear to last night?” I ask.

			“I had dinner with an old friend,” Astra replies. “He’s going to help me run down the lead with that stack of cash.” 

			I arch an eyebrow at her suggestively. “Old friend, huh? What is Benjamin going to think about you having dinners with old college friends?”

			“It’s not like that. I wouldn’t have passed biochemistry back in college without Preston’s help,” she says with a laugh. “And as for Benjamin, he’s met Preston. We’ve had dinner with him several times. Benjamin likes him.” 

			“Biochem? Really?” 

			She nods. “Once upon a time I thought about being a molecular biologist. A virologist, really,” she says. “I thought maybe I could do some good in this world by helping eradicate diseases. That didn’t stick. The Bureau recruited me, and from the first day I visited Quantico, I knew this was what I was meant to do.”

			“Huh. I never knew that,” I say.

			Astra and I have been together for so long, that I sometimes forget she had a whole life before me. I guess I take for granted that her life began well before we met at Quantico. She’d had hopes and dreams before she met me that I never knew about. When you’ve been friends for as long as Astra and I have been, I guess it’s easy to take them for granted and think their life only began when they met you. It’s strange to think about, but a good lesson for me to learn about not taking people for granted.

			She pulls the SUV to a stop in front of the home of Jackson Wall, Casey’s father. It’s a nondescript house that’s nice but nothing extravagant. It’s a single-story, ranch-style home that’s made of gray clapboard with white trim. The paint looks fresh, and a white picket fence surrounds a yard that’s such a vibrant shade of green I have to believe it’s fake. I know out here in the desert where only the hardiest of things grow, people have been switching to a synthetic, plastic-based grass alternative. And like the grass, there are synthetic bushes studded with fake flowers which add to the illusion of a lush front yard. 

			To the right of the house is a two-car garage. There’s an old black muscle car with white stripes down the center line—a Dodge Challenger, I think. Beside it is a Harley touring bike. Sitting parked on the side of the garage is a red Peterbilt truck with white striping. A man in blue jeans, a blue tank top, and a red snapback cap is sitting on a small stool beside the bike working on it. He raises his head as we approach him and wipes the chrome piece in his hands on the rag that’s hanging over his knee but doesn’t stand up. 

			“Jackson Wall?” I ask. 

			“That’s right,” he replies. 

			We show him our badges. “Agents Wilder and Russo.” 

			He looks from our badges to us and shrugs. “Yeah? What do you want?” 

			“We’re here about your daughter—”

			He signs. “What’d she get herself into this time?”

			“Sir, I—” 

			“She sellin’ dope again?” he gripes. “Or is she out boostin’ cars with her druggie friends again? I told her—” 

			“Mr. Wall,” Astra cuts in. “I’m afraid we have some difficult news to share.” 

			He puts down the chrome piece and rubs his hands on the rag instead. Wall looks us both up and down, his lips pursed, an annoyed expression on his face. He picks up a can that’s sitting next to him and spits a thick glob of tobacco juice into it, then wipes the long string of saliva that’s hanging off his lip with the back of his hand. It’s all I can do to keep myself from gagging. I’ve always hated tobacco chewers. I think it’s one of the most disgusting habits around precisely because of what he just did.

			“All right,” he says. “What’s this difficult news?” 

			“Mr. Wall,” Astra starts. “We believe that your daughter has been murdered.”

			“You will still need to go down to the ME’s office to make an official identification,” I tell him. “But she has the same body type and build as your daughter. She also has the same paw print tattoo just above her ankle that Casey had.” 

			Wall doesn’t move. Doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t even show the slightest trace of emotion. He just sits there on his stool looking up at us with an expression on his face that says he’s irritated we interrupted his day to tell him that. 

			“Okay,” he says. “Thanks for telling me.” 

			Astra and I share a look. This isn’t the sort of reaction I expected from a man learning that his daughter has been murdered.

			“Mr. Wall, did you hear what we said?” I ask. “Your daughter has been murdered.” 

			He spits another brown glob into his cup. “Yeah. I heard you. Thanks for letting me know,” he says. “Was there anything else?” 

			I shuffle my feet and look at the man seated before me. “Forgive me for saying so, Mr. Wall—I know it’s not my place—but I’m surprised that you’re taking the news so well.” 

			He shrugs. “You’re right. It’s not your place,” he grumbles. “But if you really need to know and it’ll make you leave me alone, me and my daughter weren’t close. Ain’t been for a long time. She left here years ago, and I only saw her once or twice a year. Usually when she needed money or somethin’.” 

			His words made me think of the forty grand we found in her room. Why would Casey need to come to him for money when she was sitting on so much already?

			“Can you tell us the last time you saw Casey, Mr. Wall?” Astra asks.

			He shrugs. “I don’t know. Been a few months—at least,” he says. “Like I said, she don’t come around much. She don’t like me, and I don’t like her. Maybe our family dynamic ain’t what you’d expect, but it works for us.” 

			“I see,” I reply. “A few months, huh?”

			“Yep. At least,” he states. “Like I said.” 

			“Mr. Wall, does the name Kimbra Powers mean anything to you?”

			He looks away for a moment as if he’s thinking about it. But then he turns back to me and shakes his head. 

			“Nope. Should it?” he asks. 

			“What about Natalia Goode?” 

			“Don’t know that one either,” he says. “Who are they?” 

			“Do you know if your daughter was friends with either one of them?” 

			“I couldn’t tell you,” he snarls. “Like I’ve said several times already, we didn’t talk. How in the hell would I know who her friends are?” 

			“Can you think of any reason your daughter would have Kimbra Powers’s wallet and identification?” Astra asks. 

			“How would I know that when I don’t even know her friends?” he spits. 

			“Mr. Wall, you said your daughter came around asking for money—”

			“I said the only time she ever came around was when she needed money,” he corrects me.

			“All right,” I say. “Do you know if she recently came into some money?” 

			There’s a flicker in his eye and a twitch of his lips. It’s brief but I see it. As soon as it appears, though, it’s gone. Wall is very good at controlling his emotions and the expressions they cause him to make. But it was there, and now it’s piqued my curiosity.

			“Would it surprise you if I told you we found forty thousand dollars in cash in your daughter’s apartment, Mr. Wall?” I ask. 

			“Forty thousand?” he repeats incredulously.

			Wall gets to his feet and keeps rubbing his hands on the rag in his hand. He’s got a frown on his face, and his expression is dark. He looks angry. Maybe he’s pissed that his daughter had that kind of cash but had never given him a taste of it. Maybe he’s pissed that she never paid him back the money she borrowed from him—assuming he had loaned her money at some point in their relationship. It might be those things.

			But there’s something in his eyes that tells me it’s something different. Something far more personal. There’s just too much hostility in his expression and in his voice that tells me something bigger is at play here. I just don’t know what it is yet. 

			I nod. “Yes. Forty thousand,” I say. “Do you have any idea how she came into that sort of windfall? I mean, she was working as a cocktail waitress—”

			“I have no idea how she got it,” he snaps, his tone tight. “She didn’t get it from me, I can tell you that much.”

			“So, she never mentioned—”

			“Like I said, I ain’t talked to her in months. She never mentioned anything to me about coming into no money or anything like that,” he growls. “Would’ve been nice though, given how much she owes me.” 

			“Mr. Wall, does Casey keep a room here?” Astra asks.

			He snorts. “Ain’t you been listenin’ to a damn word I’ve said?” he explodes, his tone hard. “We don’t get along. Why would she keep a room here? Damn.” 

			“We’re just asking all our questions now so we don’t have to come back, Mr. Wall,” Astra explains. “I apologize for the upset or inconvenience.” 

			“It’s ain’t upsetting me. These questions are stupid and repetitive,” he snaps. “They’re just pissin’ me off.” 

			Part of the reason we asked the same question in several different ways is that in a murder case, there is always a good chance that somebody intimately familiar with the victim—a lover, a family member, or a spouse—is responsible for their death. Knowing there was an acrimonious divide between father and daughter puts Wall at the top of my list of suspects. The repetitive questions are designed to trip him up. To see if his story changes. 

			It didn’t though. He was consistent from the first time we asked the question to the last. That doesn’t mean he had nothing to do with Casey’s death. After all, he could just be a very talented liar. Or if he’s a sociopath, it’s often difficult to know when a person is lying because they’re usually so good at feigning sincerity. If nothing else, at least we got Wall on record with some very concrete responses, so if it turns out that in the course of our investigation, we find evidence contradicting his words, we’ll have a reason to come back at him. 

			“All right, well, that’s all we have for now,” Astra says and hands him a card. “If you can think of anything that might help us track down your daughter’s murderer, please call.”

			“Also, you’ll have to go down to the ME’s office to make the official identification of her remains,” I add. 

			We turn to go, but he stops us. I expect that when I turn around again, I’m going to see some trace of sadness on his face. Some bit of remorse in his eyes. Some display of emotion, real or just for our benefit, that his daughter is dead. But when I look at him, there’s still absolutely no trace of emotion on his face. Well, nothing other than irritation now that he knows he’s going to have to not just identify her but take possession of her remains, which may necessitate a service of some sort. And he does not look happy about having to put out the effort.

			“Tell me something, agents,” he says. “That forty grand you found in her place… because I’m her only living relative, I get that, right? That comes to me?” 

			“It’s evidence in a murder investigation, Mr. Wall,” I tell him. “Until we find her killer, I’m afraid it’s going to stay in lock-up. And after that… I don’t know.” 

			His lips curl back into a sneer again, but he says nothing. He’s more interested in his daughter’s money than he is in his daughter—or finding out who killed her. Astra and I turn away again and head back to the SUV. The whole way back, though, I can feel Wall’s eyes on us, burning into our backs with intensity. Why he’s so angry, I have no idea. But he is. And maybe it’s because of that irrational and misplaced anger that I’m getting a really bad hit off the guy. Something just doesn’t sit right with me. 

			“Father of the year material right there,” Astra notes as she slides behind the wheel. 

			“Right?”

			I cast one look back at him as we drive off. Wall is still standing where we left him watching us go, and that bad hit I’m getting off him only gets stronger. 
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“Jackson Wall is forty-nine years old and has racked up fourteen arrests over an illustrious criminal career that includes assault and battery for a bar fight, public intoxication, public lewdness—he was apparently busted taking a leak on a police car—” 

			“Classy,” Astra interrupts Nina’s recitation of Wall’s offenses. 

			“Extremely,” Nina replies. 

			“Aside from that bar fight, has he been arrested for anything else that’s violent?” I ask. 

			Nina shakes her head. “Most of his charges are booze related,” she replies. “He’s got a couple of vandalism charges but nothing more violent than that assault charge.” 

			“What are you thinking?” Astra asks. 

			“Just that something isn’t right about that guy. I got a really bad hit off him,” I say.

			Astra nods. “Yeah, same. But do you think he killed his daughter and her friend? I mean, that’s a long way to travel from a drunken bar fight.” 

			“Yeah. That’s why I was hoping we’d find something that was a little more overtly violent,” I reply. 

			I get to my feet and fold my arms over my chest then begin pacing the office. My eyes are drawn toward the monitors on the wall where Nina has Wall’s arrest record posted. Typically speaking, there is a gradual progression from petty crimes to big ones like murder. Generally, people don’t just start killing people right off the bat. They have to work themselves up before they’re ready for that sort of heavy lifting. There are overachievers, of course, but for the most part, there’s a clear progression from petty crimes to more serious ones. 

			Looking at Wall’s record, I just don’t see it. He hasn’t taken a collar in a few years now, isn’t currently on probation, and never did anything more serious or violent than that bar fight. In fact, his arrests after that bar fight were for lesser offenses. The urinating on a squad car came immediately after the bar fight, as did the vandalism—which was just Wall in a drunken stupor throwing a bottle through a window. The evolution from petty criminal, to menace and intimidation, and ultimately to murder just isn’t there.

			And yet, despite the lack of progression, I can’t help but think he’s somehow involved with the disappearance of Kimbra and Natalia. In some fashion anyway. It is possible, of course, that he did abduct and kill them—as I said, not everybody follows a clear progression. He might have been gassed up, ran into the girls, and decided to give in to a darker impulse. It’s happened before and it’ll happen again. Guaranteed.

			There’s something about Wall that just doesn’t smell right. He gave me a really bad feeling. But I can’t say why exactly. There are certain people we run into in this line of work, and we know exactly what flavor of monster they are right from the start. It reminds me of a case I had involving the Armenian mob a while back. Stephen Petrosyan was a monster, a criminal lord of the underworld, responsible for the gruesome death and dismemberment of a young man not unlike what we saw with Casey’s body. From the minute I met the man, I knew what he was. It’s like I felt that darkness inside him. It’s a darkness I understand well and one I can spot in a person from a mile away. I’ve studied it inside and out, and it’s practically second nature to me.

			There’s a darkness inside Jackson Wall. And part of me wants to say that it’s the darkness of a killer. But I don’t think that’s the only thing about him that was setting off warning bells in my head. Ultimately, I don’t fully recognize the darkness in him. It’s there. It’s deep, and I can feel it. But I can’t fully identify it yet. It’s not the sort of darkness that boils with a murderous heat like I felt in Petrosyan. But it’s something, and it’s frustrating the hell out of me because I can’t put my finger on what it is exactly. 

			“I just need to put this out there,” Astra begins. “I think Wall is a creep, and I think he’s a piece of garbage. But I don’t think he murdered his daughter. Just my gut impression.”

			“And maybe you’re right. But I’ll counter that with something,” I reply. “You saw how interested in the money he was. You saw how badly he wanted it. What if he found out about it and decided the only way he was going to get it was if he took Casey out and stole it?”

			“It’s possible. I mean, who asks after his daughter’s money after finding out they’re dead? He’s a monster, no question,” Astra says. “I just don’t think he’s the monster we’re looking for.” 

			“Maybe not,” I say. “But I want to leave all avenues open for now.” 

			I don’t want to underestimate Wall. He’s cagey, and he’s way more intelligent than he lets on. I think he likes to lure people in with his common man demeanor. He seems to go out of his way to appear simple. But I saw flashes of that intelligence when we were speaking with him. Those moments were brief and fleeting, but they were definitely there. I honestly have no idea why he’d go to such lengths to hide the fact that he’s an intelligent guy; but I don’t live his life, so I’m not going to judge him too harshly. He obviously has a reason for it, but unless it directly impacts my investigation, it’s not my business, and I don’t care. 

			“Hey, Boss,” Rick interrupts. “We have a video call from Mo and Lucas.”

			“Thanks, Rick. On-screen, please.” 

			Wall’s record disappears, and a video feed showing Mo and Lucas, still in the observation house, pops up.

			“How are you two doing out there?” I ask. 

			“This is like a vacation,” Mo says. “Have I mentioned how much I love this pool?” 

			“A couple of times,” Astra says. 

			“The jacuzzi is pretty nice after a long day too,” Lucas adds. 

			“Glad you guys are getting your spa treatments on,” I say. “Can we send a masseuse out? Maybe a hot stone treatment?” 

			“You know, if you can figure out how to get that into the expense report, I’d sure appreciate it,” Mo says with a laugh.

			“Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” I tell her. “What’s up out there?” 

			“So, SAC Henson came through with the wiretap, and we’ve been set up on Powers’s phone lines for—” 

			“Wait, we got the warrant for the tap?” I ask.

			Lucas and Mo both nod. “Yeah, it came through this morning. We’ve been recording since about… ten,” she says. “We thought SAC Henson would have told you.” 

			“I haven’t heard from him today,” I say. “Honestly, I’m shocked. I have no idea how he got approval for the wiretap. I didn’t think there was any way in hell a judge was going to sign off on a warrant.”

			“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah, I’m not. I’m just… surprised.” 

			The fact that Miller was able to get us a warrant and that Mo and Lucas have been recording since this morning is terrific news. Unexpected, but terrific all the same.

			“Okay, so what do you have?” I ask. 

			“Something you’re going to want to hear,” Lucas says. 

			“A call from a burner came in about fifteen minutes ago,” Mo says. “Take a listen.” 

			She taps a few keys on her end, and a moment later, an audio file begins to play. 

			“Powers.” 

			“Mr. Powers, it’s me.” 

			The first voice is Dylan Powers. I’d recognize the voice anywhere. The second voice on the recording is being run through a computerized modulator so the voice is so completely masked, that it doesn’t even sound human. Instead, it sounds like a robot.  

			“We’ve got another load coming in tomorrow that will need to be exchanged,” the robot voice says. “This is a rush order.” 

			Powers sighs, and when he speaks, it’s impossible to not hear the frustration. “How much are we talking this time?” 

			“A million dollars.”

			“Impossible,” Powers snaps. “That’s way too much at one time. You know that.”

			“Circumstances have changed. It’s got to be one million dollars.”

			“Not even I can make that happen,” he says. “That’s just way too much. We agreed on small, bite-sized pieces.”

			“As I said, our circumstances have changed.” 

			“I can’t do it,” Powers says. “You know the FBI is sniffing around, don’t you?”

			“Yes, I do. Agents Wilder and Russo out of the Seattle field office. I’ve looked into them already,” the voice says. 

			“Then you know this can’t be done,” Powers argues. 

			“The FBI sniffing around sounds like a you problem,” the voice says. “It would behoove you to make it happen, Mr. Powers.” 

			“It’s going to be a you problem if the agents who’ve been hassling me intercept the load and arrest me,” Powers fires back. “I’m not going to take the heat for this. Not alone. I go down, you go down with me.”

			“You act as if you have any sort of power and can have the Bureau look into me,” the voice replies ominously. “Good luck with that. You don’t even know who I am.” 

			“Are you sure about that?” Powers threatens. “I’ll tell them everything I know. Including what I’ve dug up on you on my own.” 

			There’s a momentary pause on the line, and even though it’s dead air, I can feel just how pregnant with tension it is. And when the robotic voice finally speaks, even through the modulator, I can hear the tension beginning to morph into anger. 

			“Do you love your daughter, Mr. Powers?” 

			“What? What sort of stupid question is that?” he growls. “Of course, I do.”

			“Good. Then make it happen. Honor our agreement and take the entire load,” the voice says. “If you don’t, the next time you see Kimbra and her little friend, they’ll be dredging little pieces of them out of Lake Mead. Am I understood?”

			There’s a long moment of silence, and I can practically hear Powers grinding his teeth through the phone. I’m sure that as he gripped his phone, his knuckles were white and he was on the verge of crushing it in his fist. Dylan Powers is not a man who likes having orders dictated to him. He’s the one used to dictating orders to others. 

			“Fine,” he relents. “When and where?” 

			“I will call you with instructions for the meet,” the robotic voice says. “As always, make sure you are not tailed to our location. Do not let your new FBI friends follow you. If anything goes awry, you can kiss your daughter goodbye.” 

			“Listen here—” 

			There‘s a click on the other end of the line, and the caller is gone. Powers curses into the open line and then slams his phone down, ending the recording. Astra and I exchange a look. We’re a long way from done yet, but I can feel the momentum starting to pick up a little steam. We may finally be getting close to turning the corner and getting some answers here.

			“I don’t suppose anybody was able to trace the burner to a name or address?” I ask. “Can we get anything off it?”

			“Nothing here,” Lucas and Mo both say.

			Rick shakes his head. “We have no idea who was on the other end of the line. Nor do we have a way to dig up that information. If we had the burner, we could work on it, but…”

			“Yeah, that’s a problem,” I say. “Okay, Lucas and Mo, stay up on that. Let us know the location of the meet as soon as you get it. It sounds like the caller isn’t going to give Powers any time to set up a counterattack, so we’re going to have to plan on the fly.”

			“Copy that, boss,” Mo nods, and the screen goes dark. 

			“What about us?” Rick and Nina both ask.

			“Keep digging into Jackson Wall,” I say. “I want to know anything and everything about him. Look for sealed records or anything that might hide something monstrous about him.”

			“On it,” Nina says. 

			“And us?” Astra asks. 

			“Us? We’re taking a field trip.”

			“Where to?” 

			“To see if we can figure out where Casey got her money.” 
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			The Silver Spur Gentleman’s Club; Las Vegas, NV

			From the outside, the Silver Spur doesn’t look like a strip club. It’s hard to tell what it is. The sign is black with nothing but a picture of a spur on it situated on a pole that sits in the corner of the parking lot. The building itself is an adobe-colored stucco, single-story structure with windows that are decorative but not functional; it’s surrounded by tasteful landscaping around the front. There’s a walkway beneath a black portico that leads to a pair of doors that are smoked glass, each of them bearing a spur etched into the panes. 

			A man wearing dark slacks with a dark jacket over a black T-shirt sits on a stool outside the doors. He’s broad-shouldered and bald with dark eyes and a dark goatee that’s peppered with gray. He stands up as we approach.

			“Afternoon, ladies,” he says, his voice a low rumble. 

			We badge him. “Afternoon,” I start. “Who’s the manager on duty?” 

			“That would be Ari,” he replies. “Stevens. Ari Stevens. He also owns the place.”

			“Even better,” I say. “Do you happen to know where we can find him?”

			“He’s impossible to miss. He’ll probably be at the bar,” he replies. “He’s in a metallic red jacket and matching tie and is probably hassling the dancers.” 

			“HR department’s pretty lenient about sexual harassment here, huh?” Astra asks.

			“Ari’s the HR department too,” he says with a shrug. 

			“Of course, he is,” Astra says.

			“May we?” I ask, gesturing to the doors.

			“Allow me,” he says.

			The bouncer opens the door for us, and we step into a vestibule that’s done up in red carpeting with a pair of red, pleather sofas and wallpaper that is red and black. Old-fashioned sconces that look straight out of the Victorian era hang on the walls with electric candles burning low behind the frosted glass. It’s quiet—almost silent—in the lobby area, which I think is kind of strange for a strip club. 

			“This place makes me think of an old-timey bordello,” Astra says.

			“Yeah, you’re not alone in that.” 

			To our left, a banker’s window is set into the wall. A bored-looking twenty-something brunette is behind the inch-thick plexiglass reading a book. She looks up at us as we step over to the window, the expression of boredom on her face never wavering. This is not a girl who enjoys her job. We flash her our badges.

			“We’d like to speak with Ari,” I say. 

			She points to a pair of doors that are padded with the same red pleather that covers the sofas in the vestibule.

			“He’s through there,” she says then immediately returns to her book. 

			“At least she’s a reader,” Astra says with a shrug. 

			I laugh softly as I pull open the door. The instant I do, the silence of the vestibule is shattered as we’re blasted with Rob Zombie’s song, “Dragula.” On the main stage, a redhead in nothing but a g-string and thigh-high black boots is grinding away to the song onstage. She grabs hold of the brass pole with one hand and launches herself, spinning around and around, three feet off the ground, displaying both the strength and agility in her lithe, toned body.

			Not that the guys lining the stage appreciate the athletic feat. They see nothing but a hot, naked woman as they cheer wildly and throw money at her feet. I look around the bar, surprised to see that it’s three-quarters full of raucous guys already half in the bag—and it’s not even noon yet. I just shake my head. 

			Astra leans close to my ear to be heard over the music. “I’ve been thinking about taking a pole dancing fitness class,” she says. “You want to go with me?” 

			“Depends,” I reply. “Can I get a body like hers before we go?” 

			“Hey, I hear it’s great for core workouts.” Astra laughs and then nods to the bar.

			The metallic red jacket gleams like a disco ball and immediately strikes me as something my old friend Fish would love. Apparently, Ari likes to make a statement with his fashion choices too. I follow Astra over to the bar, and we stand behind the man for a moment as he drains the glass of beer in front of him. I watch as the bartender discretely pours him another from a bottle and can’t help but notice that it’s a non-alcoholic beer.

			As if sensing us behind him, Ari turns around and looks Astra and me both up and down with a suggestive gleam in his eyes. The young blonde sitting next to him looks us over as well and sneers, apparently not liking the idea of competition. She’s got full lips and the firm yet supple body of youth—which only reminds me of what Miller had said when we first got in about things starting to sag. God, I hate him sometimes. 

			“A little too conservative fashion-wise,” Ari remarks. “But some guys like that. I’m sure we could work that into an act for the two of you. I mean, I assume you’re here to audition, yeah?” 

			“No,” I reply, and we badge him. “We need to speak with you, Ari. Privately.” 

			He smiles then turns to the blonde and gives her a peck on the cheek and whispers a few words into her ear that makes her smile. She hops down off the stool and Ari gives her a firm pat on the backside to send her off. He climbs down off his stool, grabs his beer, and motions for us to follow him. 

			“Wow,” I say. “You’ve got the pants to match the jacket.” 

			He looks over his shoulder at me. “I don’t do things halfway, honey. I commit.”

			“Good to know,” I say.

			Astra hides her mouth behind her hand, doing her best to stifle her laugh. Ari is all about five-seven and thin. He’s got a full head of brown, wavy hair and wears a hipster mustache with the ends waxed into curly-q’s that make him look like a cartoon villain, and a square soul patch beneath his bottom lip. It’s almost like he’s trying to make a caricature of himself—like he’s trying to intentionally make himself look simultaneously cheesy and greasy. 

			He pushes through a door, and we find ourselves in a small courtyard that’s filled with plants and flowering bushes. A sliding glass door is set off to our right leading into an office that looks obsessively neat and well put together. It’s much more conservative in decor than the rest of the club. A large, square picnic table with a wide umbrella sits in the middle of the courtyard.

			He sits down and offers us a seat. I sit down across from him with Astra sitting to my right. I look around and take it all in. This entire thing is feeling surreal. 

			“Not what you were expecting, huh?” Ari starts.

			“The club? Oh no, it’s exactly what I was expecting,” Astra says. “Bordello chic. Classic for a reason.” 

			Ari laughs. “Don’t blame me. My pops left me this place. It was a real pit before,” he says. “So, I decided to pump a little life into it. I thought going over the top was better than being understated. I’m not one for subtle.” 

			I look pointedly at his suit. “Clearly not.” 

			He laughs again, and there’s something in his manner that tells me he is not what I thought he was when we walked in. I glance at Astra and see that she’s staring hard at him as if he’s a puzzle she’s trying to figure out, which tells me we’re on the same page. Ari sees us looking at him and smiles.

			“Yes, I’m gay,” he finally comes clean. 

			“But we heard you’re a regular Casanova with the dancers,” I say.

			“Window dressing. It helps to sell the image of the club if people think a testosterone-driven sex fiend is running the show. Don’t ask me why,” he shrugs. “But the girls all know and play along. It also makes them feel safe to know they won’t be working for a letch who just wants to nail them… which attracts even more premium talent. As you can see, the results have been pretty successful. We’re rarely under fifty percent capacity.” 

			“That… makes sense,” I say. “Strangely enough.” 

			“We all make money hand over fist here because of drunken, horny idiots,” he says. “So, who am I to judge or argue? Their money spends just as well as anyone’s.”

			I smile. “Fair enough.”

			“Anyway, what is it I can do for you, agents?” he asks. 

			“Casey Wall,” Astra says.

			At the mere mention of her name, his face darkens, and a tear springs to his eye. He takes a moment to wipe it away and gather himself. When he’s ready, he looks up.

			“Sweet girl. She was… a really sweet girl,” he says.

			I cock my head. “How do you know—”

			“The Vegas adult entertainment community is relatively small,” he cuts me off. “Word spreads. Somebody knows a cop who knows somebody else—you know how it is. Word gets around. And this is just tragic. Casey had plans. Dreams.” 

			“Do you know anybody who might have wanted to hurt her?” Astra asks.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t. She was a sweet girl. Had no enemies that I know of,” he replies. “You know she was going to head out to New York in a few months. Wanted to take a shot at Broadway.” 

			I think back to what I saw in her bedroom and feel a gentle smile touch my lips. “I was in her room. I saw her vision board. It makes a lot of sense now.”

			He nods. “She was good. I think she could have made it.” 

			“Ari, when we were in her room, we also found forty thousand dollars,” Astra says. “You wouldn’t happen to know where she got it? Did you give her a loan to get her to New York or for something else?” 

			He shakes his head. “No. She never asked me for a loan,” he replies. “I have no idea where she would have gotten that kind of money.”

			I clear my throat. “I know that in some clubs, some of the girls sell drugs or… you know… extra services—” 

			“Let me stop you right there, Agent Wilder. That doesn’t happen here,“ he says. “I make sure of it. I run a clean club. It’s another reason the girls all feel safe here—they don’t have to deal with creeps trying to buy sexual favors from them.”

			I listen to his words and know that every single strip club owner in Las Vegas will tell us they run a clean club. There’s something about Ari’s denial, though, that makes me believe him. There’s a sincerity and earnestness in his voice that can’t be faked. 

			“Casey hasn’t had any sort of confrontation with anybody recently?” Astra presses.

			“No, she has…”

			His voice trails off, and he looks away as if remembering something. 

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“It’s just… a few weeks back… I remember now…”

			“What do you remember, Ari?” Astra asks. 

			“A man came into the club and got into it with Casey. He was heated too. Accused her of stealing. Said she owed him and that he’d take it out of her ass,” he explains. “I had Barney drag him out and throw him into the street. When I asked her about it, she said it was nothing. Just a guy she used to know.” 

			“If you can remember, can you tell us what he looked like?” I ask. 

			He nods. “Yeah, sure. He was about six feet tall, I guess? Older guy, probably fifty or so. He had a goatee and was bald. A little bit heavyset—stocky, really. He had green eyes and wore a red snapback hat. That’s about all I recall about him though.”

			Astra and I exchange a look. “Ari, you have been incredibly helpful,” Astra says and slips him a card. “If you happen to think of anything else, please call me.” 

			“I will,” he says and gives us a wink. “And if either of you ever wants to earn a little cash on the side to augment that government salary…”

			He lets his statement hang in the air as we laugh. We get to our feet and say our goodbyes then head back out to the car. 

			“Is it me or did Ari’s description sound an awful lot like Jackson Wall?” I ask. 

			“To the proverbial T, I think,” she replies. 

			“He lied to us.”

			“That he did,” Astra says. “The question is, why?” 

			“That is an excellent question. And we’re going to get the answer to it,” I tell her. “Mark my words.” 
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“You’re going to love us,” Nina exclaims the moment I walk into our war room.

			“Am I?” 

			She nods enthusiastically. “You sure are.”

			“Okay, tell me why.”

			“Well, you’re kind of going to love us,” she amends her statement.

			With my hands in my pockets, I pace the conference room and laugh softly. 

			“Let’s hear it,” I say. 

			“It took a little doing, but we picked up the Maybach on street cams after they’d taken the girls,” Rick explains. “Now, we ended up losing it, so we can’t trace the entire route. But we did manage to get a plate number.”

			“That’s excellent,” I say, feeling the hot burn of excitement in my belly. 

			“This is where you’re only going to kind of love us,” Nina says. “The Maybach is registered to a shell corporation. We started digging into it and we found a pretty complicated web of shell corporations in half a dozen different countries.”

			“Most of these are probably just PO boxes in those countries,” Rick groans. “Companies on paper only. We’re running checks on the officers listed on the papers of incorporation, but so far, all we’re finding are cardboard cutouts. These aren’t real people.” 

			“Somebody’s going to an awful lot of trouble to hide the real identity of whomever owns the Maybach,” Nina says.

			“I think this goes a lot deeper than the car,” I say. “Somebody’s doing something shady, and they’re trying to cover their tracks.”

			“Dylan Powers?” Rick offers. 

			“Could be,” I note. “He is certainly near the top of the suspect list.” 

			“So, maybe Kimbra and Natalia somehow tumbled into all this, figured out whatever it is that Powers is doing, so he had to remove them?” Nina asks.

			“I don’t think that’s it,” I say. “There’s a third party involved here. They’re the ones who took the girls. I do think that Casey Wall stumbled onto something and that’s maybe what got her killed. And I’m betting it’s by the same person who took the girls. Maybe. It’s a theory right now, but it’s all I have.”

			There are still a lot of disparate parts and pieces that don’t quite line up. We’re still missing that one piece that’s going to bring the entire picture into focus for us. None of the theories I have bouncing around in my head right now make complete sense. My theories are like something you buy at IKEA and then assemble yourself—you’re left with spare parts, and you have no idea where they belong or if they belong at all. They could just be extra pieces that have no real purpose or function. 

			“Okay, experience tells me that when we’re dealing with an intricate network of shell companies staffed by a bunch of fictitious company officers, more times than not, we’re looking at a money laundering scheme,” I say. 

			“Which is something that could benefit Dylan Powers,” Nina offers. 

			“That doesn’t track for me,” Rick says. “The guy owns a casino. If he wanted to launder money, he’d run it through there, not some convoluted network of fake companies.”

			“That’s a good point,” I say. “Which brings us to the next thing that doesn’t fit,” I say. “Casey Wall. The condition of her body suggests a drug cartel. And a drug cartel would benefit massively from laundering their money through something like a casino.” 

			“Then why the network of shell companies?” Nina asks. 

			“Because a cartel couldn’t put the laundered funds in an American bank,” Rick says. “They’d need to keep their money offshore. And if they run it through several shell companies, by the time it gets to that bank, it’s going to be squeaky clean and in theory, won’t be able to be traced back to the casino, keeping the entire network intact.” 

			“Very good, Rick,” I say. “I’m impressed.” 

			“See? I’m more than just a punching bag around here. There is a brain behind this handsome face after all.”

			I laugh. “This is good. These theories are starting to fit together,” I say. “It’s still just theory at this point, but things are starting to line up.”

			Some things are lining up, but there are still plenty that don’t. If Dylan is being squeezed to launder funds through his casino for a cartel, it makes sense that they’d take his daughter to keep him compliant and keep him funneling money through the Shogun. Unfortunately, Natalia Goode is simply collateral damage in this scenario. A case of wrong place, wrong time. I just hope that misfortune doesn’t cost Natalia her life since, in that scenario, she’s expendable.

			“Okay, so let’s say that everything we just laid out is true,” Rick says. “Where does Casey Wall fit into all of this? I mean, I don’t see a direct link between her and Dylan Powers.”

			“The link is Kimbra,” I say. “It was Casey who turned Kimbra and Natalia over to the cartel guy driving the Maybach.” 

			“But why?” Nina asks. 

			I pace a little quicker, my arms crossed over my chest, my mind spinning like a top. Connections are being made in my brain, and pieces feel like they’re starting to fall into place. That sense of momentum is picking up, and for the first time, I’m starting to see the rough outline of the bigger picture. It’s still blurry and isn’t sharp and in focus yet, but I think we’re slowly getting there. 

			“I’m guessing it’s for the forty grand we found in Casey’s room,” I say. “They paid Casey to get close to Kimbra and Natalia just so she could turn them over to Mr. Maybach.” 

			Rick and Nina are silent for a moment, nodding along as they think about it. The door opens, and Astra walks in with a strange grin on her face and a mischievous sparkle in her eye. She sets her bag down on the table and then turns to me. 

			“You all right?” I ask.

			“I am,” she says. “Catch me up. Where’s your thinking?” 

			I take a few minutes to go over everything Rick, Nina, and I have been bouncing off each other. She listens and nods along, and I can see by the gleam in her eye that she’s holding what she thinks is a silver bullet. I’m curious to know what she’s got. 

			“Okay, so let’s assume that everything we’ve posited to this point is true,” Nina says. “Why kill Casey when she did what Mr. Maybach and the cartel wanted?” 

			I turn to Astra with a smile on my face. “I assume you have the answer to that.”

			“I just might,” she says. “I just came back from meeting with my friend Preston. Oh, he works for the Secret Service, if I didn’t mention that before.”

			“You did not,” I say with a chuckle. 

			“Right, well, when we found the cash in Casey’s room, I turned one of the stacks over to Preston for analysis. The Secret Service handles a lot of counterfeiting cases—”

			“They do?” Rick asks.

			Astra nods. “The Secret Service was actually originally founded to stop counterfeiting before also being assigned to protect the president. How can you work for the federal government and not know that?” 

			“Well, the rest of us aren’t nearly as smart as you, Astra,” he says.

			“Well, you certainly aren’t,” she says with a grin. “Anyway, they analyzed the bills, and sure enough, they’re counterfeits. Really good ones, but counterfeits all the same.” 

			“All right, so how does this fit in with our narrative?” Nina asks.

			“I’m thinking that after being paid for doing her job, Casey maybe realized that the cartel gave her funny money and called them on it,” I say. “Maybe she demanded they make it right, and instead of that, the cartel butchered her.” 

			We fall silent for a moment and let it all sink in. As far as theories go, it’s a pretty good one. It covers all the bases and doesn’t seem to leave any loose ends flapping in the breeze. And yet, it still feels like we’re missing something. I don’t know why or what it is, but there’s a niggling in the back of my mind telling me to not put a bow on this just yet. But for now, this is enough to get the ball rolling.

			“Rick, Nina, great job, guys. Really fantastic work. Keep hitting those shell companies, and if you need it, pull somebody in from White Collar to help. They’re good at that kind of thing,” I say and turn to Astra. “Your buddy Preston up for some fun and games?”

			“If it leads to him finding more of the funny money and us helping him look good, I have no doubt he will be,” she replies. 

			“I think we might be able to handle both requests,” I nod. “But first, we need to go have a talk with Dylan Powers.” 

			“Oh, this is going to be fun.” 

			“You should invite Preston.” 

			“I think I’ll do just that,” she says with a grin.  
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			Sagebrush Estates, Residence of Dylan Powers; Henderson, NV

			The door opens, and just as it happened before, Dylan Powers’s lawyer, Harold Beck steps out onto the porch with a frown on his face. He closes the door behind him and clasps his hands at his waist, barring our way. 

			“More reliable than a Rottweiler,” Astra says. 

			“Meaner too,” I say.

			“I see you’ve brought a friend,” Beck says. 

			I glance back at Preston Paloma, Astra’s very handsome college friend. He’s about six feet tall with short, dark hair that’s cut stylishly short. He’s got dark eyes, a rich, tawny complexion, and a lean, fit body that fills out his suit nicely. Astra’s elbow in my ribs pulls me back to the moment. I clear my throat and nod, doing my best to cover the color I’m sure is rising in my suddenly warm cheeks. 

			“This is Agent Preston Paloma of the US Secret Service,” I say. “Agent Paloma, this is Harold Beck, the very expensive mouthpiece and roadblock of Dylan Powers.”

			The corners of Paloma’s mouth twitch upward, but he quickly banishes it, his face stony and cold. He gives the lawyer a nod.

			“Mr. Beck,” he says, his voice smooth and musical. 

			“Secret Service,” Beck scoffs. “You going to tell me Mr. Powers is a threat to the President of the United States now?”

			“Oh, the Secret Service has a variety of different missions. Presidential protection details are just one of their missions,” Astra says. “But, we’ll get to that later.” 

			“Mr. Beck, I think you’re going to want to let us in to speak with Mr. Powers,” I say. 

			“I don’t think I do. We’ve said all we intend to say. Now, you three need—”

			“We can do this here, or we can drag him down to the field office and throw him in a box,” I cut him off. “The choice is yours.”

			“And why in the world do you believe I’d let you speak with my client?” 

			“Because if you don’t, Agent Paloma is going to go down to the Shogun with a whole team from his field office,” I say. “And if you force us to take that course of action, the casino will be shut down entirely while the Secret Service runs an audit on every single piece of currency in the vault, on the floor, and in the restaurants. And believe me, they are very thorough. It could be days before their audit is complete.”

			“It could be a week,” Paloma adds. “Maybe more.” 

			“And why would you take this sort of action?” Beck asks. “Are you that desperate to squeeze cooperation out of my client?” 

			“Oh, no. It’s not desperation,” Astra says. “Agent Paloma and his team will be looking for counterfeit currency.” 

			Beck laughs. “Are you serious? You’re going to try to hang a counterfeiting charge on Dylan Powers? People say that Mr. Powers prints money, but that’s just a figure of speech. Everything he’s done is legal. These accusations are just preposterous. This obsession you have with my client is bordering on harassment, and if you don’t drop this ridiculous line of inquiry, I will be forced to file charges.”

			I pull one of the counterfeit hundred-dollar bills we took from Casey’s apartment out of my pocket and hand it to Beck. He looks at it, turns it over, and looks at the back, then looks up at me with a confused expression on his face. 

			“That’s a counterfeit bill, Mr. Beck,” Astra explains. “Now, I think you better let us in to speak with Mr. Powers, or we will be forced to obtain an arrest warrant while Agent Paloma and the Secret Service close down the Shogun.” 

			For the first time since we encountered Harold Beck, I see a flicker of uncertainty on his face. He licks his lips nervously and gives us a nod. 

			“Fine,” he finally says. “I will let you speak with my client, but you are to limit the scope of your questions, and I will be present the entire time. I will not tolerate a fishing expedition, agents.”

			“That’s fine,” I say. 

			Beck leads us into the house, and I have to say, it’s as impressive inside as it is outside. The walls are all done with an off-white textured stucco while the floor is made of faded red tiles. The decor is very tasteful and conservative, as is the artwork, which predominantly features Southwestern artists. Beck leads us into a sitting room and gives us instructions to wait while he retrieves his client. 

			A large, thatched rug with a Navajo design stitched into it covers most of the floor in the sitting area. A plush dark sofa sits on one side of a coffee table that is burnished steel and glass, and a loveseat in a matching material sits on the other. Astra and I perch on the loveseat while Paloma stands next to the fireplace on our left. The mantle is filled with silver frames, all of them bearing pictures of Kimbra—some of them alone, some of them with Powers. The love and pride he has in his daughter are more than evident. 

			A moment later, Beck and Powers step into the room and drop down onto the sofa across from us. Beck is looking uncertain, but Powers is maintaining his façade, doing his best to look annoyed with us. 

			“What is this about, agents?” Powers starts. “Mr. Beck has told me a story you’re spinning about counterfeit money in my casino.”

			“Mr. Powers, let’s drop all the pretense,” I say. “The game is up. The only question now is whether or not you’re going to help yourself.” 

			He scowls at us. “I have no idea what you’re—” 

			“Mr. Powers,” Astra says. “We’ve had a tap on your phone lines—” 

			“You what?” he rages and jumps to his feet. “How dare you. You had no cause to invade my privacy—”

			“A judge disagreed, Mr. Powers,” I interrupt. “And we know that you are working with counterfeiters. We know you’re taking their money into your casino with the sole intention of laundering it for them.”

			I know we’re on very dangerous ground right now. We’re explaining our theory of the case to him with the hope that he’s going to confirm it for us. We’re light on proof, and I do not doubt that Beck is a capable enough attorney that he can challenge the warrant for the wiretap in court and likely get it tossed—which, given the fruit of the poisonous tree precedent—would leave us with very little. I doubt we’d even have enough to indict.

			So, we planned to come in here, shake him up, put him on the defensive, and get him to say something incriminating. Once he does, and we have him boxed in, the plan is to get him to agree to help us get his daughter back home safely—and take down some cartel counterfeiters in the process. It’ll be a nice win for everybody.

			That’s the plan anyway. I can’t say that feeling that we’re missing something isn’t still plaguing me. But I can’t figure out what it is, so I’m choosing to ignore it for now. I just hope it’ll resolve itself later and let me figure it out before it’s too late.  

			“On what grounds did the judge issue the warrant?” Beck asks. 

			“You’ll have to take that up with the US Attorney, Mr. Beck,” I shrug, then turn back to Powers. “Here’s the thing. We know you’re mixed up with somebody, probably a cartel, who took your daughter and Natalia to keep you washing their counterfeit money in your casino. That puts you on the hook for money laundering, Mr. Powers.”

			“I didn’t have a choice. I tried to get out of it, but they took my daughter—”

			“Dylan, shut up,” Beck snaps.

			Powers closes his mouth but slides his hands into his pockets and starts to pace the room. His expression is dark, and his jaw muscles are flexing wildly. He’s agitated and on the defensive. So, at least we accomplished that part of our plan. Now, we just need to use that against him, get him to turn on his lawyer, and turn to us for help. 

			“You can certainly listen to your lawyer, Mr. Powers. That is your right in this country. But you’re not doing yourself any favors,” I tell him. “As I told Mr. Beck earlier, if you choose to not cooperate with us, that is your right; but we will have no choice but to turn Agent Paloma and the Secret Service loose on the Shogun to audit your currency. We already know you’re washing currency for somebody, likely a cartel, through your casino—we have a tacit admission on one of your taped phone calls. Failing to cooperate will look very bad for you. And it will likely lead us to charge you with the most serious offenses.” 

			Beck looks at me, his eyes narrow. I saw right away when we were outside that he has no idea what we were talking about. He knows nothing about counterfeit money or a currency laundering scheme. He’s doing his best to defend his client, but he’s got one arm tied behind his back and is on unsure footing. 

			“Off the record,” Beck says. “What is it you’re building here? What is your goal?” 

			I exchange looks with Astra and Paloma and they both give me a nod. We knew coming in that we would likely have to give to get. I’m not crazy about laying our entire theory out to Powers and his lawyer, but I believe it’s fairly solid and is pretty damning. When I lay it out, we’re all going to be watching them closely and will know how close we are to the truth by their reaction. The hope is we’re going to score as close to a direct hit as possible, and when Powers sees he’s in deep crap, he’ll turn to us for help. 

			So, I lay out the entire case as we see it. I present our theory with more conviction than I currently feel. I think it’s solid, but that doesn’t mean I don’t acknowledge there are holes. I hope Powers and Beck will be so blinded by the fact that we’ve put it all together and will be so busy scrambling to cover his butt that they’ll overlook the weak points. It takes me a good fifteen minutes to explain our thinking to him—mostly because I embellished certain points and tried to make our theory sound more like fact. And they listen, not interrupting once. 

			When I finish my presentation, Beck and Powers exchange a look, and I see the first cracks in the dam. A quiver of fear passes through Powers’s face, and I see him swallow hard. Beck stands up and walks over to where his client is. Powers and his attorney lean close to one another and speak quietly. Though I can’t hear the exact words, I can hear the urgency in their voices. And when I glance at Astra, she gives me a small, subtle smile, telling me that we’ve got him right where we want him. The nod Paloma gives me seems to confirm Astra’s opinion.

			“What is it you want, agents?” Beck asks. 

			“First, we want Mr. Powers’s help to bring his daughter home and to shut down this counterfeiting ring,” I say. “If we can cut off their money supply, we can put a big dent in the cartel’s operating funds. I also want to know how you got involved with this, Mr. Powers. How did you end up becoming a money washer?”

			Powers and Beck exchange another look, a silent bit of communication I can’t interpret passing between them. But Beck nods, then Powers turns to me. Before he can speak, though, Beck holds his hand up.

			“What are you offering my client?” he asks. 

			“I’m not offering him anything at this point. You’ll have to speak with the US Attorney about any deals,” I say. “But, if your client is willing to offer substantial support in helping us close this case, I give you my word that we will speak with the US Attorney personally. I will ask that based on the level of help your client offers us, they offer commensurate considerations. And our word tends to carry a lot of weight.”

			Beck frowns but seems to know his client is in trouble and the best thing he can do is find a soft landing for him. He turns to Powers and nods, telling him to go on.

			“How did you get involved with this, Mr. Powers?” I ask again. 

			Powers clears his throat. “When I was trying to build the Shogun, I was told I had to pay certain city officials for permits and certain considerations. So, I did. I got paid up with the right people,” he explains. “Once the Shogun was up and running, I was approached by a man who showed me videos of the payoffs I’d made. He told me if I didn’t do exactly as I was told, those videos would be leaked to the authorities. They also started giving me five percent of the take to sweeten the pot and make sure I had a hook even deeper into me. A week later, I received the first batch of money I was to launder. But I swear to God, I didn’t know it was counterfeit.” 

			“All right, so why did they take your daughter?” Astra asks. 

			“I was trying to find a way out from under them. I hired somebody to find the videos,” he admits. “They found out and snatched Kimbra. Natalia wasn’t supposed to be there. She tagged along, so they had no choice but to take her too.” 

			“And how do you know they’re still alive?” I ask.

			“Because they send me daily proof of life pictures,” he says morosely. “Those pictures are also meant to keep me in line, I’m sure.” 

			“And who are the people you’re dealing with?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “They run everything through an intermediary,” he replies. “I’ve only ever spoken to the one man. He makes me call him X.” 

			“X?” Astra asks.

			He nods. “That’s it. He says he’s their representative.” 

			“Now, you have what you want,” Beck steps forward and asserts. “Let’s talk considerations for cooperation.” 

			“We’re not done yet,” I tell him.

			“What do you want?” Powers asks, sounding miserable.

			“We want you to contact the people who are blackmailing you,” I say. “We want you to demand a face-to-face with the leader and not the intermediary—”

			“He’s paranoid. He’ll never go for it,” Powers says. 

			“You need to convince him that you will not launder a single penny more if he doesn’t meet with you so you can get some things straight and return your daughter,” I tell him. “I know in your world respect is a huge deal. So, you need to make sure he understands how disrespectful this whole thing was and that if you two are going to have a good working relationship into the future, that respect needs to be built between you.” 

			“It’s not going to work,” he groans.

			“Make it work,” I push. “Make him believe that you will not play ball if he doesn’t agree to it. Make sure he knows you have spent a lot of time cultivating friends on a state and federal level who will not let those videos see the light of day. And tell him that it’s time to renegotiate your deal. And most importantly, you need to make him believe that you do not care what happens to your daughter.”

			“Shouldn’t be too hard for you,” Astra adds. “You certainly had us convinced you didn’t care about your daughter.” 

			“And if I do this, you’ll talk to the US Attorney?” he asks.

			“If you do this, I will badger the US Attorney into giving you the sweetest deal possible,” I tell him. “But that doesn’t mean there won’t be some consequences for what you did.”

			He nods. “Noted.” 

			He and his attorney share one long, lingering look, the silent communication passing between them. Beck finally gives him a small nod, and Powers turns back to me.

			“I’ll do it.” 
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			Wegmann’s Salvage Yard; Las Vegas, NV

			The night is dark. A thick blanket of slate gray clouds overhead is blotting out the moon and leaving the world around us bathed in deep pockets of shadow. It’s so dark even the shadows seem to have shadows. Meeting in a salvage yard is hardly ideal. There are too many places to hide your soldiers. But it’s the only place Powers could get the guy to agree to meet him. The man Powers is meeting tonight has the upper hand. We have no choice but to play the cards we were dealt. 

			I’m wedged in between an old Buick and the rusted-out remnants of a VW bus. The man didn’t give Powers much in the way of notice, so we had to put this op together on the fly. We arrived two hours ahead of the scheduled meet, though, to get ourselves set up. It was then we realized how much of a disadvantage we were at. Tactically speaking, our mystery guest couldn’t have picked a better place. It’s very defensible, there are a lot of ways he can escape, and our guys would stand out like sore thumbs among the wrecked-out cars. 

			We’ve got a tac team on standby on the next block over to avoid being seen. If things go sideways, they’ll come running, but it will take them at least three minutes to get from their position into the scrapyard. And a lot can happen in three minutes. I’ve got Astra positioned between the Cadillac and the Escalade across the way from me, and in the wide aisle between us stands Dylan Powers. 

			Mo is stationed in the back of an old panel van with a camera and parabolic mic trained on the meeting ground, and we have Lucas providing overwatch. He’s got experience as a sniper, so he’s got a rifle and is positioned on top of the admin building. He can tell us about any nasty surprises coming our way and take out anybody we don’t see headed in our direction.

			I glance at my watch for the tenth time in the last minute, tapping my foot impatiently. I just want to get this over with. Trying to take my mind off my racing thoughts, I look out at Powers. He’s not a man given to flutters of nerves, but even he’s looking a little shaky out there. He’s shifting on his feet, shuffling, and fidgeting. He squats down and checks the duffel bag of cash on the ground. Again.

			“Relax, Mr. Powers,” I whisper into the comm. “I’m quite sure nobody has snatched the cash since the last time you checked that bag thirty seconds ago.” 

			Powers looks in my direction and rolls his eyes. I check my watch again then silently curse myself for doing what I’d just chastised Powers for doing. I blow out a long breath and try to focus on something else. 

			“Mic check,” I whisper. “All stations report in.” 

			“Position two, checking in,” Astra says.

			“Position three, checking in,” Lucas adds.

			“Position four, checking in,” Mo reports. 

			“Tac Team Alpha on standby,” Commander Farrell’s deep voice comes through my earpiece. “Waiting for your word, Agent Wilder.” 

			“Copy that, folks. Stay ready,” I say. 

			Another five minutes pass by with nothing happening, and though I’m tempted to go around the horn to check in again just because I’m fidgety, I’m pretty sure it would annoy everybody. I’ve run plenty of ops in my career, but for reasons I can’t quite pinpoint, I’m more fidgety than normal and very nervous. 

			“Position three. We’ve got movement,” Lucas whispers. “It’s game time, folks. Keep your heads on a swivel.”

			“Okay, guys. This is it,” I say. “Be ready. Stay cool, Mr. Powers. This will all be over soon, and you’ll have Kimbra back by your side.”

			The glow of headlights illuminates Powers as the silver and black Maybach turns into the wide aisle and drives slowly toward him. A black Escalade is rolling in behind the Mercedes. Power shifts on his feet again, looking antsy. 

			“Relax, Mr. Powers. You get too squirrely, and our guy is going to know something’s up. That happens, and this is going to go sideways real fast,” I tell him. “Calm down.” 

			He seems to get ahold of himself as the cars come to a stop about twenty yards in front of him. Time seems to freeze as he stands there staring at the Maybach and the Escalade, but nobody is getting out of either vehicle. 

			“Come on, come on,” I whisper to myself.

			Then, as if answering my silent prayer, the engines of both cars turn off, plunging the scrapyard into complete silence. The driver’s side door of the Maybach opens, and I watch as a man in dark pants, a dark shirt, and a dark jacket climbs out. He’s a tall and heavyset Caucasian man with thinning gray hair, a full beard, and a mustache. The man steps to the front of the car, his big body blocking one of the headlights. The second headlight, though, is still trained on Powers, making him look like he’s standing in a spotlight. 

			“Let’s get this straight, Powers,” the man calls over. “You do not call the shots here. My employer is making this special, one-time dispensation for you just so you know we’re operating in good faith. But make no mistake, you will not make demands of him like you did today again. Do you understand me?” 

			“I understand,” Powers calls back. “But if we’re going to have a good working relationship going forward, we need to have trust.” 

			“All you need to trust is that those videos of you bribing city officials will get out if you ever pull something like this again,” the man says. 

			“Fine. I understand.” 

			The man turns back to the Maybach and nods. I watch as the passenger side door opens and have to bite back the gasp when Jackson Wall steps into the glow of the headlights. When I see him standing there, staring at Powers, everything else falls into place. 

			“Blake, are you seeing this?” Astra whispers in my ear.

			“Yeah. I am,” I whisper back. “Mr. Powers, you need to get him to admit that he killed his daughter. Tell him we questioned you about it.” 

			“You obviously know who I am. And I’ve only dealt with X,” Powers says. “What is your name?” 

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“I’d like to know who I’m doing business with.” 

			“Just call me Jeb,” Wall says. 

			“Jeb. Fine.” 

			“Let’s make something clear, Powers. I’m only meeting you here tonight because taking your daughter was wrong, and I want to make amends,” Wall says. “I didn’t order it. That was my daughter. She acted impulsively and did this behind my back. I am sorry for that. But when you started making noises about getting out of our little arrangement, I thought having her was useful and that my daughter had some terrific foresight.” 

			“Yeah, well, I was wrong,” Powers replies. “I’ve realized the terms you’ve offered are generous enough, and given my current cash flow situation, the influx of cash from your organization is helpful. But why did she do it?” he asks. “Your daughter. Why did she take mine?” 

			“She stole money from me,” Wall replies. “She was trying to get back into my good graces.”

			“Is that why you killed her? Because she stole money from you?” 

			Wall doesn’t answer at first. He just stands there glowering at Powers. To his credit, though, Powers stands his ground and stares back at him. 

			“The FBI has been sniffing around. They’re accusing me of murdering her,” Powers says. “If they indict me—”

			“They won’t.” 

			“How do you know?” 

			“Because they won’t,” Wall insists. “Trust me.” 

			“Fine. But why did you do it?” 

			“It doesn’t concern you, Powers,” Wall snaps. “It was my business. I handled it. That’s all you need to know.” 

			A moment of tense silence passes between them, and Powers looks like he doesn’t know what to do next. He cuts a glance in my direction, and I cringe, afraid he’s going to give us away.

			“Mr. Powers, ask for your daughter and Natalia,” I whisper.  

			“M—my daughter,” Powers says. “Let’s do our business so I can take the girls home.” 

			“Fine,” Wall says. “You got the package I had couriered over today?” 

			Powers nods. “The money is in my vault,” he says and kicks the bag at his feet. “This is your clean cash.”

			“Throw it over here.” 

			Powers squats down and grabs the handle of the bag. A million dollars is heavy, so he grunts as he drags the bag over and drops it at Wall’s feet. Breathing hard, he retreats to his former position as Wall opens the bag and looks inside, a smile stretching across his lips.

			“Very good, Mr. Powers,” Wall says. “I think we are going to have a fruitful future together. So long as you continue playing ball.” 

			“I will,” he replies. “As I said, I’ve rethought my position after analyzing my current financial situation.” 

			“Bully for you then.”

			Wall makes a gesture, and I watch as the doors of the Escalade open. Three large men dressed in dark clothing get out. One of them reaches back in and pulls Kimbra and Natalia out by the arm. They’re whimpering and crying as he pulls them toward the front of the car. I see that they look a little rough around the edges but are otherwise unhurt and let out a long breath of relief. When Kimbra sees her father, she grabs Natalia by the arm and they sprint forward, throwing themselves into his arms. Even from where I am I can hear their relieved sobbing. 

			“Get the girls to the back of the car, get them to cover, Mr. Powers,” I say. “Now.” 

			When Powers begins moving them toward the rear of the car, I click my mic and whisper. “All units, move in. Silence until my signal.”

			I receive two clicks in response from Commander Farrell, telling me his team has started moving in.

			Three minutes. All I have to do is keep them here for three minutes.

			Seconds tick by agonizingly slowly as Kimbra and Natalia stumble away toward the car. Once the girls are far enough away from Wall, I break cover, standing up and training my weapon on Wall and his men.

			“FBI!” I shout. “Drop your weapons! Now!” 

			The echo of my words hasn’t even started to fade when all hell breaks loose. Wall’s men pull their weapons and start throwing shots at me. The crackle of gunfire rings out, the bullets hitting the wreckage of the cars around me with metallic plinking sounds. 

			As planned, Lucas starts firing shots from his position, forcing Wall and his men to take cover as Astra rushes out and throws herself in front of Powers and the girls. She pushes them back behind the cover of the car and starts to return fire. In the midst of the chaos, I see Wall scrambling for the driver’s side door of the Maybach, so I squeeze off a few shots that drive him away from it. His men see me shooting and train their weapons on me. I drop down as the bullets tear through the carcasses of the cars around me. 

			“Blake, Wall is on the move,” Astra’s voice comes through my earpiece. 

			Moving carefully, I lift my head over the trunk of the car I’m sheltering behind to see Wall slipping down a row between the husks of a few cars. 

			“Cover me, Lucas,” I call. “Cut me a path.” 

			Shots ring out from his rifle, and I hear the men shouting in surprise. From my vantage point, I see them diving for cover. Now’s my chance. I break cover and sprint after Wall, dodging around the crumpled wreckage of the cars. Up ahead, I see Wall duck around a white Rav4. Gritting my teeth, I press on, determined to catch him. 

			“Jackson Wall,” I call out. “Stop running. FBI!” 

			He’s got thirty yards on me as we weave around the crushed and rusted-out car carcasses that litter the scrapyard. I lose sight of him when he ducks around an old Ford truck. Determined to not let him get away, I plunge heedlessly down the aisle. I round the corner and instantly realize my mistake. Ten yards away, Wall is standing there facing me with a wicked smile on his lips and the wide, dark hole in the barrel of his gun trained on me. 

			A curse passes my lips as I dive to the side. The roar of the shot rips through the night, louder than a cannon shot, and is quickly followed by another. The impact of the slug hitting me in the gut instantly drives the breath from my lungs, and the second sends a shock wave of agony through my body. I grimace as I hit the ground and flop over onto my back. I wheeze and gasp for breath, pain gripping me like an iron fist that’s slowly squeezing the life out of me. 

			My vision is wavering, and I feel light-headed, but all I can do is lay there gasping and fighting for air. But then Wall is standing over me, a wide, cruel smile on his face. 

			“Careless. The way you came around that car. Real careless, agent,” he gloats. “And in your line of work, you should know that careless gets you killed.” 

			My mouth is opening and closing like a fish out of water, and my eyes feel so wide, I’m half-expecting them to pop straight out of my head. Wall laughs. 

			“Time to die, Agent Wilder,” he says. 

			I summon the last bit of strength I have in my body, and before Wall can react, I raise my weapon and squeeze the trigger once, twice, and three times. Blood, warm and thick, rains down onto my face as I watch the first bullet tear through the underside of his chin. The second punches through his cheek, spraying even more blood down onto me, and the third missed him entirely, disappearing somewhere high into the nighttime sky. 

			But I watch as Wall’s eyes grow wide, and he staggers but is still standing over me. His gun sways menacingly, and although I’m half-dazed, I still know it’s only going to take one spasm for him to pull the trigger and put a bullet through my skull. Still gasping, I lower my gun, press the barrel to his knee, and squeeze the trigger once more. He lets out a shriek of pain as the bullet tears through his leg and he drops instantly. 

			I turn my head and watch as the blood pours out of his wounds, pooling onto the ground around him and he twitches. The sound of his wheezing is even louder than mine. It takes a couple of minutes, but he finally lays still, the ragged sound of his breathing silenced. The sound of footsteps pounding on the hard-packed ground fills my ears, and though I’m still caught in the grip of white-hot agony, I roll over and try to raise my gun again. But I drop it and let out a shuddering wheeze of relief when I see Astra come around the corner.

			“Oh, Jesus, Blake,” she screeches. 

			The first thing she does is kick Wall’s gun away and check him over. I have to assume he’s dead because she turns and drops to her knees beside me as she slams her gun into its holster and then begins checking me over. She turns my head one way and then the other, her eyes wide and fearful as she runs her fingers through my hair. 

			“The blood,” she demands. “Where is it coming from?”

			“Not mine,” I gasp. 

			I put my hand against my belly and gasp again. The vest caught both of Wall’s bullets, but it still hurts like hell. Astra takes the vest off me and checks me over again. She lifts my shirt and touches my midsection, making me wince instantly as shocks of pain shoot through every nerve ending in my body. 

			“They didn’t go through the vest,” she says, not even trying to hide the relief in her voice. “You may have some bruised ribs, but you’re going to be all right.”

			“Powers and the girls?” I ask, my voice weak and cracking. “The team?”

			“They’re fine. They’re all fine,” she tells me. “Wall’s guys are in custody, and it appears that you handled Wall on your own. He’s dead.” 

			“Good,” I gasp.

			Astra helps me to my feet and supports my weight as we walk back toward the flashing, strobing lights of the emergency vehicles that are filling the scrapyard. We emerge from a row of cars, and Astra helps me over to the ambulance, gently sitting me down on the rear bumper to get me checked out. It takes a few minutes, but the EMTs declare that I’m going to live but I’m going to be in serious pain for a few days. They suggest I see my doctor to get some pain meds to help manage the pain.

			As we sit there, I watch as Powers and the two girls, shaky but otherwise all right, are loaded into the back of a dark sedan. No doubt they’re going to have a long night of answering questions before they’re allowed to go home. Astra sits down on the bumper beside me, and together we watch the buzz of activity all around us in silence for a few minutes. 

			“You all right?” she finally asks. 

			I nod. “I will be. I’m just thankful I can breathe again,” I tell her. “I’ll be even more thankful when I can breathe again without pain.”

			“Stop running into bullets and you won’t have that problem.” 

			I laugh then grimace in pain. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts too much.”

			“Stop running into bullets and you won’t have that problem,” she repeats.

			“Oh my God, I hate you so much right now,” I groan. 

			Astra grins and squeezes my hand. “You scared the hell out of me, Blake. I’m so relieved that you’re all right.” 

			“Yeah, me too.”

			“We did good out here,” she says. “Real good.” 

			Kimbra is leaning against her father in the back of the sedan, and he has his arm around her, pulling his daughter against him tightly. I watch as he places a gentle kiss on the crown of her head and murmurs a few words in her ear. They look close. They look like a real father and daughter should. 

			I nod. “Yeah, we really did.” 
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			Conference Room 213, Las Vegas Field Office; Las Vegas, NV

			“Great work, everybody,” I announce. “I’m proud of you guys. You all did amazing, top-notch work.” 

			“Don’t we always?” Astra asks.

			“Well, they do. You? Not so much,” I reply.

			Astra laughs and gives me the finger. “You’re an ass.” 

			“She is,” a deep, booming voice sounds from the doorway. “But she’s our ass.” 

			“That she is. For better or for worse,” Astra says. 

			Miller steps to the front of the room and looks at all of us. “I just wanted to come by and congratulate you all on a job well done. And to personally thank you for helping make my field office look good with this takedown. A major counterfeiting ring is off the board completely because of your good work. So, thank you for that,” he says, then turns to me. “Blake, you’ve got an outstanding team here. I mean outstanding.” 

			I nod. “I do. I’m proud of them all.”

			“As you should be,” he says. “How are the ribs?” 

			I shrug and wince, even that small gesture sending shocks of pain through my veins. “Going to be a couple of weeks before they’re one hundred percent again. But I’ll be fine.” 

			“That’s good,” he says. “You should take a few days off. Let yourself heal up.”

			“I just might do that,” I tell him.

			“She’s lying,” Astra chimes in. “She could get shot in the head and not take a day off.”

			“That is the Blake Wilder I know and love.” 

			We all share a laugh as Miller walks around the room, shaking everybody’s hand. Before he leaves, though, he turns to me and takes my hands in his. 

			“I’m proud of you, kid,” he says. “You’re showing everybody how it’s done.” 

			“Thanks, Miller. That means more to me than you know,” I tell him. “And thank you for all the assists here. We couldn’t have cracked this case with you. I hope you know that.” 

			“Yeah, I do,” he says, giving me a wink. “Oh, there’s somebody here who wants to talk to you. Mind if I send them in?”

			“By all means. It’s your shop.” 

			“I’m just keeping the seat warm for you,” he says. “I’m sure you’ll be back here to take my job one day soon.”

			“Don’t count on it. You aren’t going to be that lucky.”

			“Damn,” he groans with a laugh then walks out. 

			My team gets back to packing up all the equipment, but a moment later, the doors open, and I smile when I see Kimbra and Natalia step inside. They both run over and throw their arms around me, making me groan and wince. The girls back off, their faces horrified as I clutch my injured ribs and they rattle off a thousand apologies.

			“It’s all right,” I assure them. “I’m just glad to see that you two are all right.”

			“We wouldn’t be if not for all of you,” Kimbra says. “We just wanted to stop by to thank you for saving our lives.” 

			“We’re just glad everything worked out,” I say. 

			I watch as the girls go around the room, personally thanking everybody for saving them from Wall and his men. When Natalia gets to Rick and she plants a kiss on his cheek, I laugh—then grimace—thinking he’s about to pass out.

			“Thank you.”

			I turn and find myself face to face with Dylan Powers. Interestingly enough, he seems to have lost that edge and that cocky swagger he normally wraps himself up in like armor. He looks more like the soft-spoken tech entrepreneur he was back in the day. He looks as if he’s been humbled. For now. I’m sure it won’t last. Once you get a taste of the sweet nectar that is the power and wealth he enjoyed, it’s tough—if not impossible—to not go back for another sip. But for now, he’s just Dylan Powers, mortal man. It’s a nice change of pace. 

			“No need to thank me,” I reply. “We were just doing our jobs.”

			“Regardless. Thank you.”

			I give him a nod. “You’re welcome.”

			“Beck’s already been on the phone with the US Attorney and the DA,” he says.

			“That’s fast.”

			“I like to work quick. And I’d personally rather bite the bullet now than string this out,” he says. “I’d like to take whatever medicine I have to take and get back to Kimbra. She and I have a lot of catching up to do.” 

			“That sounds like a good plan,” I nod. “Are there any preliminary offers?” 

			“Beck thinks they’ve got the framework of a deal already in place. In principle, anyway,” he says. “Thirteen months on the bribery charges followed by probation, a hefty fine, and probably some community service.” 

			“Could be a lot worse.”

			“I’m not complaining,” he nods. “I screwed up. Took a shortcut. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I did it anyway. So, now I have to pay the price. I’m at peace with that.”

			“That’s good, Mr. Powers. I’m glad to hear you say that.”

			He nods. “They’re probably going to want to speak with you before anything is finalized,” he tells me.

			“Don’t worry, I already called the US Attorney once. I’ll make sure they know we couldn’t have closed that case without you,” I tell him. “You did good, Mr. Powers. I’m grateful.” 

			He looks over at Kimbra, and a faint, affectionate smile touches his lips. “Not nearly as grateful as I am.” 

			Kimbra and Natalia finish with their thank-you tour and walk back over to us. Kimbra takes her father’s hand and smiles. He leans over and kisses the top of her head. He looks like a man who doesn’t ever want to let his little girl out of his sight again. It seems safe to say this whole experience has changed them all. Some for the worse, but more for the better. And I’m happy to see it. 

			“Well, we just wanted to stop by and thank you again,” Powers says. “For everything. And I hope those ribs heal up soon, Agent Wilder.”

			Kimbra smiles. “I’m sorry you got shot,” she says. “But believe me, I’ll never forget that you took two bullets for me.”

			I laugh softly. “If you want to show your gratitude, change your life, Kimbra,” I say. “You’ve got a second chance. That’s not something a lot of people get.”

			“Believe me, Agent Wilder, I’m in the process of doing just that.” 

			“That’s good to hear,” I say. “Good luck, Mr. Powers. Good luck to all of you.” 

			“Oh, before I go, I just wanted to extend an invitation to you and your team,” he says. “Whenever you’re in town, you’ve got a lifetime reservation at the Shogun. On the house.”

			“Careful throwing that around. You may come to regret it,” I reply. “I’m pretty sure Astra will just move in.” 

			He laughs. “Well, we’d be lucky to have her.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Powers. I’ll make sure they all know of your gracious invitation. They will appreciate it very much.” 

			They give me a smile then turn and head out of the conference room. I turn back to my team and laugh as Astra immediately starts ribbing Rick about him nearly passing out when Natalia kissed his cheek. That leads to insults and taunts flying around the room mixed with a lot of laughter. It feels good to see them all enjoying themselves. 

			“You did good, Boss,” Astra says as she sidles up next to me. 

			“We all did good.” 

			She grins. “Yeah, we did, didn’t we?” 

			“Ready to go home?”

			“Not really. I just might take Powers up on that offer…” she muses.

			I roll my eyes. “And leave Benjamin out in the cold?”

			“He won’t mind!” she protests.

			I laugh, but it hurts.
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			Office of Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			The bullpen is dark, and my office isn’t much brighter. I’ve got the one lamp burning on my desk along with the light from the computer monitor. My head is pounding, and though my ribs are improving, they’re still not quite one hundred percent. A few more days, though, and they should be back to normal. I revel in the quiet of my office and sit back, letting it all wash over me for a few minutes. 

			I want nothing more than to go home, have a hot shower and a glass of wine, then go to bed. But I’ve still got a mountain of paperwork to do. Aside from dealing with all the sometimes irritating and usually enraging personalities of my other team leads, the amount of paperwork I have to do as Unit Chief is the biggest change in my day-to-day work. I can’t believe how much paperwork there is and how many reports I have to write. 

			At the moment, I’m working on our after-action reports from Vegas. Astra, Nina, and Mo fully intend to make use of Powers’s invitation and have already planned a girls’ weekend down there. They’re leaving tomorrow and won’t be back until Monday. Though I was tempted to go with them, the idea of having a quiet weekend at home sounded even better to me. 

			I yawn and stretch my tired, aching muscles then rub my eyes. I’m well past tired. I may not even make it for a shower and wine before I collapse into bed and sleep for the next couple of days. It’s then I decide that I’ll finish up all my report writing and other paperwork at home this weekend. A little jazz, a little wine, and a lot of quiet time will work wonders, I’m sure. That sounds like exactly what the doctor ordered. 

			So, I save my work and log out of my computer. I look at the stack of mail sitting on the corner of my desk that accumulated while we were in Vegas and frown. I grab the pile and stuff it into my bag. That, too, is work I can do at home. The large box wrapped in brown paper won’t fit into my bag, though, so that’s something I can’t do at home since I don’t feel like carrying it. There’s no return address, which would ordinarily make me worry, but the mailroom stamped it with an all-clear sticker after running it through the scanner and bomb residue machine. 

			Ostensibly, the box is safe to open, so I grab the letter opener off my desk and slice through the tape. I peel the paper back and open the box. There’s a smaller box inside, so I pull it out and slice through that tape next. And in that box is yet another smaller box. It’s like a freaking Russian nesting doll. And when I come to the end of the line, I pull the lid off and gasp as I drop the box onto my desk. When the contents spill out and roll toward me, I jump out of my chair and stumble backward to get away from it, slamming the small of my back into the credenza behind me. 

			“What the hell?” I growl. 

			Lying on top of my desk is a severed human thumb. The cotton in the bottom of the box is stained red—brown really, now that the blood has dried. But it’s clear that after the thumb was cut off whatever body it belonged to, it was put into the box. And after the slew of other boxes, it was wrapped, addressed, and sent to me for reasons I can’t even begin to explain. Using the letter opener again, I push the thumb back into the box and slam the lid back down on it like I’m afraid it’s going to jump out and attack me. 

			I rummage through the rest of the boxes and find a stock card. It’s three by five and has a picture of a smiling clown that looks vaguely sinister on one side. I turn it over and feel an ice-cold weight drop into the bottom of my belly as I look at the words printed there:

			Come find me. If you don’t, I’ll come find you. Either way, see you soon! 

			“What the hell?” I mutter. 
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			Welcome back to a new season of Blake Wilder FBI Mysteries! 

			I hope you enjoyed The Unlucky Girl, book 14 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series. I have a lot of Blake and Olivia books planned for you and I cannot wait for you to snuggle up and read all of them this fall. This is my favorite time of the year to read and write and I cannot wait for all the fun we’ll have together!

			My intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously. I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.

			So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friend,
Elle Gray
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