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PROLOGUE
Her eyes snapped open as, in an instant, she jerked from a restless sleep into sudden, terrifying wakefulness.
A moan escaped her cracked lips.
Dark. Why did it have to be so dark?
Her eyes scanned the vast, empty space searching for any faint chink of light. But there was nothing, only the gray fuzz generated by her brain as it searched for signal in the noise, like static on an old television screen. The tiny pinpricks of light never stayed in one place long enough for her pupils to focus on them.
Where am I?
Her bladder now sounded its discomfort, and an acrid scent indicated she’d already relieved herself at least once while she was out. Shame flushed onto her cheeks in the darkness.
“Hello…” she whispered, her tone low and halting, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to be heard at all—and yet unable to stop herself. “Is anyone out there?”
There was no response. No sound. Just endless static.
How long would they leave her down here, alone in the darkness?
And her pain grew. Her thirst deepened. Her hunger became relentless, a manic demon in the pit of her stomach, cutting and tearing and slashing its way to the surface.
She started to weep. In her heart of hearts, she knew she deserved this. Not for running away from home as a kid; she’d done that merely to survive. And not for any of the things she’d done since.
But for him. He’d been nothing but kind to her. Tried to help.
And now he was dead.
As she wept, hot tears streaking down her bruised cheeks, the salt stinging in the cuts and scrapes, an image of him filled her mind. Smiling. Concerned. He’d never treated her as different, never showed the slightest flicker of disgust when she broke down and told him the things she had done and the things that had been done to her. He’d been happy to talk. Concerned.
Gone.
The tears stopped flowing, leaving in their place only an absence where her heart was supposed to be. She had nothing left to give. No control over her own fate. She knew she was going to die, and fear of that outcome no longer even really troubled her. It would be a blessed release from the pain and the guilt and—
She heard a metallic scrape and froze.
He’s coming.
Her greatest fear was no longer of being alone. It was of what he would do to her. His leering, twisted face crowbarred its way into her mind, leaving no room for the kindness of the man she’d failed.
Footsteps on the stairs. Heavy thumps. He was muscular, tall, and the sound of his boots on the wooden stairwell reminded the woman of the crack of an axe. He was drawing closer. How many steps was it, a dozen?
She tried to remember, tried to lock that piece of information into her mind in case it might somehow allow her to escape this hellhole, but the fear seized her and pushed those thoughts aside.
He reached the bottommost step and paused. There was the jingle of a keychain as he pocketed it, a slight, coarse cough.
Then one final, heavy step.
He stood there for a while, perhaps a full minute, doing nothing but breathing heavily. Tears coursed from her eyes as her fear grew with every second he lingered. He was the monster under the bed.
But he was real.
Please, just kill me. Get it over with.
A click echoed throughout the basement. Light, absent for who knew how many hours or days, filled the space. The woman let out a scream that she barely heard as the brightness of the bare bulb overhead seared into her wide pupils with all the force of a star going supernova.
“Please…” she screamed, tearing her throat from the intensity of her plea. “Turn it off. It hurts!”
“What did I tell you, bitch?”
She didn’t know. She was terrified, weak from lack of food and water, her body covered in bruises and scrapes and open wounds.
And then it struck her.
“I’m sorry, sir. Please, just turn off the light. It’s burning my eyes.”
“Better,” his voice grated in reply. “You haven’t forgotten your manners completely. That’s good.”
“Please…” she repeated, her voice growing more and more quiet as the realization built that he would do nothing to help her.
“Open your eyes,” he commanded.
“I can’t!”
His response was cold, emotionless, and twice as terrifying for it. “Do it, or I’ll make you myself.”
The thought of his touch on her skin filled her with so much disgust that she did as he said, levering her eyelids open a fraction of an inch at a time until she could see again. Her vision was still blurry, but she could see him.
She wished she couldn’t.
The basement walls were made of stark, unpainted concrete. There was a dark patch on the opposite side, near the door. It looked like dried blood.
Mine?
She couldn’t remember. And then a far more chilling thought levered its way into her mind.
What if it isn’t?
“Look at me.”
She did so, her gaze first meeting his tan desert boots before slowly inching up a pair of light denim jeans and settling on his face. At first glance, if you passed him on the street, you wouldn’t have known that he was the embodiment of evil.
Until you looked into his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she lied, filling the silence that he left as he stared at her. “I shouldn’t have run away.”
“No, you shouldn’t,” he replied coldly. “I invested a lot into you, didn’t I? And yet that’s how you chose to repay me.”
The thought of his ‘investment’ turned her stomach, though she did her best not to allow the disgust to show. She swallowed, not knowing how to respond.
“So what am I to do with you now?”
Kill me, she begged inside the safety of her own mind, ashamed she didn’t have the courage to say it out loud.
He shook his head. “Look at you. I can’t let you out of here like this.”
She did so, seeing herself for the first time. There was barely an ounce of fat on her. Only a pair of stained white underwear concealed her modesty, though she’d long since given up caring about that. Her body was a canvas of scrapes and deep purple bruises. It was no longer her own.
“I have something for you,” he said.
She knew what he was going to say. She whispered, “I’m fine. Really.”
He snarled, whipping his head around and yelling, “Get down here!”
More footsteps. Tentative ones this time. Another face emerged into the harsh light of the basement.
She froze. She knew this man. And he knew her, too. His eyes locked with hers, and just for an instant he shot her an abject, pleading gaze. She knew what it meant.
Don’t tell him.
“Hurry up,” the monster cursed, beckoning his underling over. He stuck out an open palm as the man approached, thankfully not seeing the terrified, shocked expression on his face.
The other reached into his pocket and withdrew with shaking hands the thing she feared most of all. He deposited a tiny transparent bag with a scattering of pale brown powder at the bottom on his master’s waiting palm, then backed away. He stared at the ground, as if wishing it would swallow him up.
“No, please…” she whimpered.
The monster smiled. He held the baggie up in the air, arm now outstretched and steady. “Do you want it or not?”
Finally, she nodded, sickened by her own weakness and yet unable to resist it. He tossed it toward her in disgust. With horror, she saw him reach for the light switch. All thought of escape vanished from her mind, replaced only by the urgency of the need to reach the bag of drugs before the light went out and the blackness returned in which she might never find it.
Her fingers closed around it as the light died and the door swung closed once again. She clutched it to her bare chest and wept, for him, the woman she had been, and also the one she’d become.
The tears finally faded. The hunger inside her grew into a beast of frightening ferocity. With trembling fingers, she reached for the seal.
You can beat it, Cora. I know you can.
She heard his voice in her head. The kind one. The man who had helped. But she didn’t know if she had the strength to resist.
Not now. Not when she could at least make the pain go away.
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Apeal of thunder cracked through the pregnant night sky, signaling the downpour that was to come. Blake Larsen barely noticed it, the alcohol running through her veins proving a more than sufficient anesthetic to dull the senses. She reached for the bottle of Seventeen Twelve. It was almost a quarter empty.
“Now why’d you have to leave me drinking alone?” she muttered out loud.
It wasn’t the first time. Probably wouldn’t be the last, either, no matter how bad she felt come the morning. It was easy to pretend that everything was all right while the sun still hung in the sky. A different matter once the night fell and sleep was once again nowhere to be seen.
It wasn’t like nobody was asking. But Blake had gotten good at shutting them out. Good enough that they didn’t feel right to push even if they suspected that there was more to the story than met the eye.
Her hand brushed up against the cardboard box that had provoked the evening’s outbreak of melancholy. It had his name printed on the side in neat 16 point lettering. Caleb Larsen. The only family she’d ever had.
As her fingers reached for the whiskey glass, they found it where it wasn’t supposed to be. It went tumbling over, and her dulled reactions proved insufficiently sharp to reach it before it skidded over the edge of the table and shattered on the floor.
“Shit,” she swore. “Safety glass my ass.”
She wasn’t sure it was, but that wasn’t the point. She liked the way the words sounded on her tongue. Like something Caleb would’ve said. God, the thought of him still ached deeper than any knife through the ribs. And she would know.
Almost instantly, Blake discounted the idea of sweeping up the glass. She reached for the bottle instead, a little more carefully this time, and clutched it around the neck. She brought it to her lips and took a greedy swig, coughing slightly as the 88-proof bourbon scoured the back of her throat. She set the bottle back down on the table with a thump, inhaling deeply and carrying some of the alcoholic aroma into her lungs in the process.
In a moment of sudden clarity caused by the burn of the alcohol before a fresh wave of drunkenness set in, Blake realized that it had fallen dark while she’d been drinking. She stood up and walked to a nearby coffee table, flicking the switch on the lamp that sat on top. It took a couple of beats for the lightbulb to warm up, but even so, she winced as the flash of light assaulted her eyes.
As she walked back to the dining table in the center of her kitchen-cum-living room, her eyes fell back on the box. She stopped dead, knowing that she had to confront what lay inside sometime but not wanting it to be now.
He was gone, and yet somehow Blake felt as though looking through what he’d left behind meant he was never coming back.
“He isn’t,” she said softly, her voice surprisingly loud in the otherwise silent room.
A heavy raindrop thumped against the glass window, loud enough to make her jump. Just one. A storm was coming, a big one, but it wasn’t yet ready to be born. It was dancing on the edge of madness.
Just like her.
“Get it over with,” she said, hoping to draw either strength or confidence from urging herself to bite the bullet. “If you don’t do it now, you never will.”
She reached for the back of the chair, then pulled her hand away. Somehow it felt better to do this standing. More respectful, somehow. She stifled a laugh. Caleb would’ve found that the stupidest thing. Her brother had never been one to stand on ceremony. He was practical, just like her.
And you left me alone.
Tears prickled her eyes. She was glad that she’d gotten herself good and drunk before starting this. Alcohol wasn’t a perfect substitute for courage, but it came as close as anything she’d ever tried.
The cardboard box that contained the last of Caleb’s worldly possessions was sealed with a strip of brown packaging tape. She grabbed the penknife that she’d left on the table for just this purpose, flicked it open, and sliced the tape in the same movement. She didn’t allow herself a second before pulling the two sides up and over, for fear of losing her strength entirely.
Either its contents had been jostled in the process of getting to her, or whoever had packed it hadn’t done so with much care and attention. It contained a framed photograph, a small black gun case large and heavy enough to house a single piece, a couple of boxes of small caliber ammo, and an assortment of other knickknacks and mementos.
Blake reached for the photograph first. Even in the gloom, her eyes were drawn unerringly to Caleb’s face. He looked a decade younger, before the cycles of back-to-back deployments had carved an unwarranted wisdom onto his features, though a handwritten scribble in black marker ink indicated that it had been snapped in October 2019.
A dozen men stood around him in two rows of six, the first kneeling on the dusty ground, the other standing just behind them. Afghanistan’s towering, dusty peaks provided a majestic, almost mesmeric backdrop. Blake remembered their names. Some of them, anyway. Kyle Thompson in the front row, wearing red basketball shorts instead of his ACU pants. Andy Lowton, Raul Sanchez. Ryan Wilson? Walker? She’d met him once at a barbecue.
She gave up trying to remember.
Two of them were dead now. Another might as well be.
And for what?
A tear leaked from Blake’s left eye and rolled slowly down her cheek. The wet trail it left behind felt strangely cool.
She reached inside the packing box and pulled out the gun case, which she set on the table. The key was in the lock. When she looked back inside, she saw a flash of white. An envelope. She reached for it, frowning as she caught sight of her own name.
For a moment, she felt a rush of hope flood through her system that this was a message from beyond the grave. It was crushed almost as quickly. She knew Caleb’s handwriting, and this wasn’t it. She gritted her teeth together and tore the envelope open, tossing the ripped scrap of paper to one side as she started to read.
Ms. Larsen,
Your brother was one of the finest soldiers I have had the honor of commanding. As you know, CID has closed its investigation into his untimely passing, which leaves me now with the task of returning to you the last of his personal effects.
I wish I could convey to you the feeling of grief shared by all of those who served alongside Caleb, though I understand that no words of mine can ever suffice. Whatever his troubles, your brother was a good soldier and a better man. Please know that you will always have a home in Charlie Company.
With my greatest sadness and respect,
Capt. Miguel Ramirez
Though she already knew the outcome of the Army’s Criminal Investigative Division investigation, reading it nevertheless hit like a hammer blow. CID had ruled Caleb’s death as not suspicious. A suicide. No evidence of foul play.
“Bullshit…”
And yet, what if it wasn’t? What if Caleb really had killed himself? After all, Blake knew better than anyone that a strain of madness ran in her family’s blood.
Better than anyone? You’re the only one left to remember.
She put the letter aside and pulled the gun case toward her, feeling compelled to do so. She knew what she would find inside. Caleb’s first gun. He’d purchased it the day he turned eighteen, from a pawn shop. Not for protection, but so that Blake would sleep at night, a shield against the monsters who haunted her dreams. He’d carried it like a lucky charm ever since, even after they both joined up and the trauma that had summoned it had faded with time.
But maybe Blake needed it now. She was alone for the first time in her life. Caleb was never coming back. Maybe this was his final gift to his little sister. She unlocked the case and lifted open the lid.
The silver Colt revolver gleamed up at her, glittering as brightly as if it had been cleaned yesterday. It was set into a foam backing that was cut perfectly to accept its shape. She picked it up. The weight felt comforting in her palm, like an old friend.
Blake pressed the cylinder release, and it clicked open. She held the weapon up and looked inside. Each of the revolver’s cylinders was empty, though she’d known they would be. Caleb had been by the book when it came to his weapons. He’d cleaned them every week whether he fired them or not. She still remembered him teaching her how.
Before she knew what she was doing, she reached for one of the small cardboard ammo boxes and pulled out a round, then thumbed it into one of the empty cylinders. Just one.
She pressed the cylinder into place, then spun it. She tried to count the revolutions, as though there was any hope of being precise, but swiftly gave up.
The idea came to her then as if it was a chance visitor, though she knew it had been lurking a whole lot longer than that.
You could join him.
It wasn’t really madness that ran in the family, she remembered. It was depression. The black dog. It was an evil that had left two children as orphans. And though she still couldn’t bring herself to believe it, it had taken Caleb, too.
She’d felt its clutches on her for the last three months, beckoning her into the abyss. Why continue to suffer this pain when it could be so quickly ended? Why not join her brother? Even if it wasn’t a better place, at least they’d be together again.
Without being truly conscious of doing so, Blake felt herself lifting the revolver through the air. She placed the barrel against her right temple, trembling slightly as the cool metal touched her skin. Her finger danced down the metal guard and settled on the trigger itself. Only an ounce of pressure. Just enough to make it real.
A little more. She squeezed her eyes shut and pictured Caleb’s face.
And a gunshot rang out.
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Blake froze. For a moment she imagined that she had actually pulled the trigger. That this was the other side.
But the sight in front of her sure wasn’t heaven, and it was a whole lot more depressing than hell. Outside, a squeal of brakes echoed down the street, followed by the gurgle of a powerful engine. Another rattle of gunfire rang out, three, four, then five rapid shots. A sixth echoed a few moments later, separate from the rest but fired from the same gun.
Then nothing.
She began to pant as a wave of adrenaline washed over her. She turned her head and stared at the barrel of the revolver as if for the first time. She knew then that she would have pulled the trigger. She’d been building up to it for weeks. There was nothing left to live for.
Not now.
“Priorities, Blake,” she muttered out loud. “You can deal with your own shit later.”
A second peal of thunder cracked overhead, and this time, it brought with it the leading edge of a heavy rainstorm. The droplets pelted against her windows, thick, heavy thuds that left no doubts about the deluge to come. For a moment, Blake started to wonder whether she’d imagined it.
But Blake had been around firearms her entire life, both before the military and especially during. As a CID special agent, she’d carried a 9mm Sig Sauer on her hip every day for years.
No, there was no doubt in her mind. Someone was shooting out there. And since she lived in a suburban subdivision almost entirely populated by young families, there was no innocent explanation for such a thing to be happening.
“Get moving,” she said out loud.
Blake went for the light first, flicking it off and plunging the room back into darkness. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the change in conditions, though she was helped by the fact that she’d been sitting in semi-darkness for hours. She ran in a half-crouch for the front window, toward the sound of gunfire.
She hadn’t heard anything since the second round of gunshots, though the ferocity of the building thunderstorm was so great she might easily have missed a third. She knelt to the side of the window that looked out over the front yard, wishing that she was sheltered behind something significantly more substantial than drywall.
Raindrops now beat against the windowpane in a familiar, calming rhythm that did little to lower the racing of her heartbeat. She reached for the hem of the blind and pulled it a couple of inches to the left to reveal a crack of window, already blurry from the downpour.
She paused for a second before dropping her eye to it, waiting just long enough to see if the slight movement had been noticed. When there was no obvious reaction, she peered out onto the dark street. It was lit by streetlights, but the bulb in the nearest had been out for weeks, and the city of Northern Pines still hadn’t done anything about it.
At first, she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. No muzzle flashes nor the shapeless forms of a child’s nightmare moving in the darkness. Though she wasn’t moving, her breath was ragged from the adrenaline racing through her system.
And then she spotted it. The dim interior light of a car parked about twenty yards farther up the street on the opposite side. It was in the dead center of the pool of darkness caused by the broken streetlamp, and all that she could make out was that it was there.
“Okay, think,” Blake muttered.
The obvious move was to call the police. But that wasn’t possible. Her cell phone was in the door of her truck, where she’d left it so that no one would disturb her while she drank away her sorrows. Neither did she have a landline because it wasn’t 1990 anymore.
That joke would be a whole lot smarter if you didn’t need one right now, asshole.
With a sinking feeling, Blake realized she was going to have to go outside. It wasn’t the idea of danger that concerned her—she’d found herself in many stickier situations than this. But plunging into said danger without even the hope of any backup arriving anytime soon was a whole lot less appealing.
But there was no point moping about it. Despite recent evidence to the contrary, that wasn’t really her style. Without hesitation, she moved toward the front door, keeping her position low, then reached up and quietly dislodged the security chain. After pausing for a second, she pulled the door open just wide enough to slip through and did so.
Might have been smart to load a couple extra rounds, Blake realized as the first raindrop hit her square on the forehead. The revolver was loaded with just one.
But it was too late to go back now. If someone was running around out here with a gun, then with any luck they’d missed her stepping outside. But going back in and giving them a second opportunity to pick her up wasn’t exactly great tactics.
She hit the cylinder release for the third time, a wave of nausea rushing over her when she saw the position of the single loaded cartridge. She pressed the cylinder home without needing to click it around even once.
Deciding to freak out about that later, Blake surveyed her surroundings, which were at once both achingly familiar and intensely alien. She and Caleb had lived on this street on and off for most of their adult lives. Until recently, it had been a haven for them both. Now what little remained of that illusion was completely shattered.
On first glance, she spotted nothing out of the ordinary, though the bush just to the right of her crouched position by the front door blocked her view of that side of the street—and consequently her line of sight to the parked car she’d already spotted.
Typical.
Less than twenty seconds had passed since she’d heard the first gunshot. Despite the copious quantities of alcohol flowing through her veins, years of tactical training had kicked in. She felt a strong urge to call in her position and cursed herself again for leaving her phone in her truck.
Blake decided that she couldn’t just keep sitting on her ass. Her tactical position was—to put it mildly—shit. She had nothing to use for cover, didn’t have a full view of the street, and was therefore completely vulnerable.
“You’re going to have to suck it up,” she whispered, the attempt at subtlety rendered almost completely unnecessary by the rolling peals of thunder now crashing in the sky overhead like waves on a storm-whipped beach.
Despite every fiber of her being begging her not to move, Blake inched forward, the revolver held high and tight against her torso. She angled her frame as she stepped slightly to her left in order to open up her view of the street.
Finally, the car came into view. She paused for a moment, squinting as the rain lashed against her face and blurred her vision. Was there someone out there? Could she see movement on the other side of the windshield, or was she just imagining things?
No, definitely movement. Someone was in that car, she was sure of it.
Blake exhaled slowly, hoping that she’d simply misunderstood the situation. Maybe a car had backfired while driving down the street. It didn’t happen too often these days, not with modern vehicles, but it was possible, wasn’t it?
Stop kidding yourself.
She kept herself low and moved forward, toward the street. About a half-dozen cars and trucks were parked by the side of the road before the vehicle in question. She moved slowly to avoid drawing the eye. In the darkness, with the streetlight out and the rain falling heavily, she guessed that she would be almost invisible.
It took about ten seconds to make it to the first of the parked vehicles. She sucked in a deep, desperately needed breath as she reached it, realizing that she’d barely dared to breathe as she moved. She hid behind the trunk of her neighbor’s sedan, ensuring that her entire body was concealed behind the vehicle’s chassis as she positioned herself in line with the rear light closest to the center of the street.
Her heart pounded in her chest, and she readjusted her grip on the firearm in her now-soaked hands. The knowledge that she quite literally only had one shot if it came to a firefight wasn’t lost on her.
As Blake prepared to edge out and take a look at what was happening by the lighted car, she heard the thunk of a car door closing somewhere close by, and something that sounded like the crunch of a foot stepping on broken glass. A flash of panic coursed through her, and she instantly froze, in that moment figuring that the gunman had somehow gotten the drop on her.
When more gunfire failed to ring out, she allowed herself to exhale and forced herself to glance out into the street. Cops always made it look so easy in TV dramas. What the small screen didn’t show you was the sheer terror of exposing yourself to potential gunfire. It was an unnatural action that went against millions of years of human evolution. Blake gritted her teeth and pushed through it, leading with the barrel of her single-shot revolver.
As she looked down the street, she kept her body shielded behind the trunk of the sedan.
“Dammit,” she whispered.
Despite the horrific weather conditions, there was no mistaking what she saw. Just before the car’s dim interior lighting flicked off and plunged the vehicle back into darkness, she saw the outline of a body slumped against the steering wheel. The windshield had been holed by a pair of tightly grouped gunshots, and a latticework of cracks spidered away from them. The passenger window was completely shot out.
The sight was both so horrific and unexpected she almost didn’t notice movement to the side of the car. If a flash of lightning hadn’t sparked in the sky overhead, the gunman would have disappeared into the darkness. Blake’s eyes widened as the street lit up for the merest fraction of a second. As the glow faded, the outline of the man was imprinted on her vision. He was carrying a gun in his left hand, a pistol, and an object in his right. Perhaps a notepad or a folder, although she couldn’t be sure.
Blake acted on instinct. She stepped out into the street, bringing her left hand up to steady her grasp on the base of the revolver’s grip. She swung the weapon up, aiming for where the killer now had to be.
“Freeze!” she yelled, projecting her voice in the calm tone of the experienced law enforcement officer she had until recently been.
Despite the surety in her voice, internally she was distinctly on edge. The lightning had faded, and with it her sight. She didn’t have a bead on the killer, and he was sure to have a whole lot more rounds remaining in his pistol’s magazine than she did.
Where is he?
“Dammit,” she muttered under her breath. She stepped forward, keeping her aim steady and sweeping her revolver left and right in search of the gunman.
It came to nothing. He’d slipped back into the darkness.
Blake was left with a dilemma. Rule number one in situations like this was officer safety. She was no longer a CID special agent, but the training was deeply ingrained in her. She couldn’t go after the killer, not without backup or even a proper weapon.
And there was a second issue to contend with. Whoever was in that car might still be alive. Judging by the scene of devastation still imprinted on her eyelids, she doubted it, but she had to make certain.
She bit her lip, decision made, and began jogging toward the car. She slowed as she reached it, searching the darkness one last time for her armed opponent before switching her attention back to the vehicle.
As she peered inside, through the droplets of water splattered on the outside windows and the blood spray on the interior, it quickly became clear that there was only one occupant.
And unless he could recover from taking a bullet to the chest and one through the jaw, there was nothing she could do to save him.
Still, she had to be sure. She hooked a single finger into the door handle, using the smallest surface area possible to avoid disturbing any fingerprints the killer had left behind, and pulled it open. It swung toward her, and she sank down to duck her head inside.
The interior light flicked back on as the door opened. As Blake pressed two fingers against his carotid artery to confirm what she already knew, she frowned.
She recognized this man. She was sure of it.
Her heart sank as she counted to ten without registering a single beat. He was dead. She cast a glance over her right shoulder to make sure that the gunman wasn’t in the process of sneaking up on her, then turned back to study him closer.
With every second, she grew more certain of her initial reaction. She hadn’t just met this man before. She’d been looking at a photo of him just a few minutes earlier. He was one of Caleb’s friends, a soldier from his detachment of Green Berets. He was the one in red basketball shorts. His name was Kyle Thompson.
Blake started to shiver as a combination of the adrenaline starting to fade from her system and the torrent of rain splashing down from the heavens took its toll. She shook her head.
“What the hell were you doing out here, you poor bastard?” she wondered aloud. “And who wanted you dead?”
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Blake held down the number nine on her cell phone’s keypad, waiting for a couple of seconds before the speed dial initialized. She jogged back from her truck to the crime scene as she did so, pressing the phone to her ear.
“911, what’s your emergency?” the dispatcher asked in a cool, almost uninterested tone that couldn’t have sounded more at odds with the shock in Blake’s system.
“My name’s Blake Larsen,” she replied, along with her address. “There’s been an officer—There’s been a shooting. I need the police and an ambulance.”
“They’re on their way, ma’am,” the dispatcher replied, instantly sounding more alert. “Has anyone been hit?”
“Yeah,” Blake said, staring through the bullet-cracked door window. “I guess you could say that. A man’s dead.”
She hung up before the dispatcher had the opportunity to tell her to stay on the line. There was nothing she could do for the victim, not now.
Blake turned away from the car, consciously reminding herself not to lose her situational awareness. Though she suspected the shooter was long gone by now, there was still a chance that she was mistaken. And it was better to be right and careful than wrong and dead.
A flicker of light from across the street drew her attention as she scanned the darkness, the insistent rain now beating against her skin. Strands of her shoulder-length hair clung to her cheeks like rattails, and as the adrenaline began to fade from her system, she started to shiver. She squinted as she attempted to figure out the source of the illumination.
It had to be a neighbor. Though Blake had moved into Caleb’s house several months ago—supposedly to tidy up his affairs—she’d made little attempt to make friends with the locals. She figured there wasn’t much point. After all, she wasn’t intending to stick around.
And yet here you are.
A neighbor emerged from the house opposite the street. Blake remembered meeting him once before as he walked his dog. His name was Peter… something. He had a flashlight in his hand to combat the darkness cast by the faulty streetlight. The beam jerked along the ground, glinting off the rain-soaked paving stones. He hollered something at her, but the noise of the storm made it impossible to make out his words.
Distracted, it took Blake a moment to realize something was happening to her left. Her subconscious sounded a warning first, reacting to an almost imperceptible click. As her head turned in the direction of the sound, wondering if she’d heard anything at all, a single, blinding headlamp clicked on, followed by the throaty roar of a motorcycle engine.
“Crap,” Blake murmured, backpedaling fast as she brought her revolver back up. She sought cover behind the trunk of the shot-up sedan and shielded her eyes with the hand that was still holding her phone. The motorcycle’s rider must’ve had the fog lamp on, because she couldn’t see a damn thing.
Her peripheral vision caught a second flash, and she instantly realized that the neighbor was still approaching. Apparently, he hadn’t realized she was holding a gun. He was blind to the potential danger he was in.
She waved at him like a madman to attract his attention and yelled, “Get back!”
He lifted the flashlight up, his attention seeming caught between the growling bike engine and this new source of interest. The expression on his face changed in slow motion, at first curiosity, then confusion, and finally, haltingly, fear.
The bike’s engine revved, forcing her to turn back to the greater danger. Still the neighbor didn’t move. She guessed he was stuck in place, his brain having chosen neither fight nor flight and simply frozen instead.
“Not good, not good, not good,” she muttered underneath her breath, the slick cell phone finally toppling out of her hands on to the trunk of the car. She ignored it, despite the fact that the screen chose that exact moment to light up, accompanied a moment later by the harsh, discordant blaring of her ring tone.
It was probably the 911 dispatcher calling back. They didn’t like it when you reported a murder and then didn’t hold the line.
“I’m a little busy right now,” she said before calling out to the neighbor once more, gesturing in an attempt to drive him back.
The second attempt was no more effective than the first.
The bike’s engine revved a second time. This time, there was a sense of increased finality about it, as though something big was about to happen. Blake shot the neighbor one last imploring glance, to no avail.
Just
don’t get run over.
She steadied her grip on the revolver with her free hand. Despite the chill rain lashing her body and the redoubled adrenaline flowing through her body, her aim was steady as a rock. But then, it had to be. If the rider started shooting, then she quite literally only had one shot at hitting back.
Blake knew she was more than proficient with firearms, but that was asking a lot.
The roar of the bike built to a crescendo, like an aircraft’s jet turbines building to take off speed, and then finally the rider let off the brakes. It rocketed down the street toward her faster than she’d thought possible. Within half a second, her aim was trailing the bike by a full five feet.
“Very not good,” she hissed, or at least thought she did. Her body was operating in slow motion, but her opponent had no such restrictions. The motorcycle screeched toward her, its headlamp blindingly white. As it approached within twenty feet, she finally acquired a shot.
Her finger tightened on the trigger.
And yet she didn’t open fire. Not just because of the danger of hitting the statuesque neighbor, still frozen in place in the center of the street, but because she couldn’t. She wasn’t a law enforcement officer, not anymore. Despite knowing with every fiber in her body that the rider of that bike was a killer, had killed Caleb’s friend, she couldn’t simply open fire.
Not unless she wanted to go to jail.
The unfairness of it grated in her chest like a jagged blade. She couldn’t fire except in self-defense. Which probably meant unless she was fired upon. Her frustration built into a crescendo before she silenced it, gritting her teeth together as the bike approached within mere feet.
Finally she could see the rider’s face. Or at least his visor. It was tinted black, turned toward her as if whoever was behind it was staring into her soul. Her breathing was jagged and uneven, everything the Army had trained her against. Finally, her own senses slowed down. Though the bike was rocketing past her, she saw everything in distinct picture frames, felt almost as though she could peruse them at leisure.
And to her immense dismay, she saw that both the rider’s hands were on the bike’s handlebars. He was unarmed. As he sped past, dodging the frozen neighbor by mere inches, he maintained his gaze, almost as if he knew what was going through her mind, as if he was taunting her, daring her to take the shot—and spend the rest of her life behind bars.
A moment later, he was gone.
Blake let out a hiss of frustration that seemed to well up from somewhere deep inside her, the culmination of weeks of grief and pain exiting her in a matter of moments. For the second time, she allowed her weapon to drop back down to her side. It hung there, trembling slightly.
Useless.
As the roar of the bike’s engine faded away in the distance, its red rear lights winking out, the man frozen in the center of the street twitched, as though he was thawing back to life.
He made a strange groaning sound, then asked, “What the hell was that?”
Blake said nothing. She stood watching the darkness into which the bike had disappeared for several long seconds. Questions swirled in her mind. Why the hell had the rider stuck around for so long?
Was he watching me?
She shook off the strange sensation. After stepping out from behind the trunk of the car, Blake cleared her throat. She had the sudden urge to search the vehicle’s contents. She guessed she probably only had a matter of minutes—perhaps less—before half a dozen police cruisers descended on this location. She knew it was wrong, and yet she couldn’t help herself.
The murder victim was one of Caleb’s friends, a soldier from her brother’s unit. He’d been there at the funeral. She remembered now; he’d asked if she needed anything. He’d seemed genuinely broken up by Caleb’s suicide, if strangely…jumpy. On edge. She hadn’t noticed it then, but now the memory of the scent of liquor on his breath came flooding back.
And he’d died here. Been murdered here, just twenty feet from the house in which Caleb’s body had been found. It couldn’t be a coincidence.
Blake swayed, reaching out and steadying herself on the chassis of the car. As the sensation faded, the thought that had caused it bubbled up out of her subconscious.
Caleb’s suicide…
She stood frozen for a second as the neighbor’s lips moved, not hearing a word he said. The implications of the thought took a few moments to unfurl in her mind. Was this proof that Caleb hadn’t committed suicide, after all?
Shaking her head, Blake cleared her mind as much as possible. As her surroundings rushed back to her, she heard the faint whine of police sirens in the distance. She didn’t have long.
“Sir,” she began, easily slipping back into her law enforcement persona. “Peter, right? I need you to go back into your house. The police are on their way.”
“Pete, yeah. Are you a cop?” he asked, his tone more curious than judgmental.
“This is a law enforcement matter,” Blake replied, which wasn’t exactly a lie. She gestured toward the house that the man had exited. The front door was still open. She saw a silhouette there, bracketed by the light. Perhaps his wife. “Go back to your family. An officer will come and take a statement.”
Pete seemed reassured by the instructions, as if grateful someone was making a decision for him. He nodded slightly, then turned, walking back to his house at twice the pace he’d used when exiting it.
The second the door closed after him, Blake spun. The man in the car was already dead. But maybe his death could mean something. His vehicle was now a crime scene. Maybe it would help her get to the bottom of what had happened to Caleb.
What really happened.
She pulled the car door open once more. The interior light clicked back on as the door swung open, again wreathing the victim’s face in a weak glow.
With the intensity of the sirens growing in the background, Blake knew she didn’t have long. For the time being, she cleared away all the emotions swirling in her mind and focused on the task in front of her, drawing on years of experience as an Army criminal investigator to aid her. She quickly cased the contents of both the vehicle and the man’s body.
Kyle Thompson was wearing a bloodstained gray sweatshirt and a pair of equally soiled denim jeans. The car was parked so that the driver’s window was parallel with the curb and the passenger window faced the street. A shower of brass shell casings glinted in the footwell and on top of the passenger seat. Blake counted four and guessed that others had slipped out of sight. Kyle’s arm was outstretched, and the pistol must have dropped out of his hand when he died.
Blake closed her eyes to make sense of the scene. She played back the night’s events in slow motion, seeing, smelling, and feeling everything that had happened. The first two gunshots she’d heard from inside, right as she was about to pull her own trigger, must have been the ones that pierced the windshield. They were fatal shots, even if it took Kyle some time afterward to bleed out.
The next six—the evidence of which she could see in the shell casings—had been fired by Thompson at his killer. They’d shattered the passenger window as he fired toward the street. She remembered the sound of the car door closing and the scratch of broken glass. Then the silhouette of the gunman outlined by lightning. Holding something in his hand.
He was here for something. And whatever it was, he got it.
“What were you doing here, Kyle?” Blake whispered as she continued her search. She didn’t touch the gun. She didn’t need to. It was clearly responsible for the damage to the interior of the vehicle. She didn’t need to wait for stray bullets to be matched to the weapon to be certain of that.
She quickly rifled through the glove compartment, checked underneath the foot well, the pockets on the seatbacks, then popped the trunk. All empty. She found nothing to explain why her brother’s friend had just been murdered outside his house. Nor why he was here at all.
Blake pushed the trunk closed, careful not to leave any prints. It was unlikely that anyone watching from the houses could have seen what she was doing through the sheets of rain.
Blue lights flickered at the end of the street, and a moment later, a cruiser screeched to a halt about ten yards away from where she was standing, facing about twenty degrees away from Kyle Thompson’s vehicle. She briefly caught a glimpse of the logo of the Northern Pines Police Department. Officers jumped out of both sides and sheltered behind the car doors, aiming their service weapons directly at Blake.
“He’s dead,” she called out, a wave of exhaustion washing over her as she spoke, as if it had taken her body this long to realize precisely how much had been taken from her by the night’s excitement. “I’m the one who called it in.”
“Ma’am, I need you to step away from the vehicle,” the police officer called out, a note of tension in his voice. He glanced to his left, as if searching for reassurance from his partner. “And raise your hands above your head. Are you armed?”
Blake answered calmly, not wanting to add to the kid’s burden. She raised her hands, her soaked clothes sticking to her body as she took a step toward the cruiser. “I’m doing as you say, officer. My weapon is on the roof of the car. It hasn’t been fired.”
“Keep moving!”
“You’re going to need to get your supervisor down here, Officer,” she continued as though she hadn’t heard him. “And get dispatch to place a call to CID at Fort Bragg.”
The cop frowned, curiosity evidently punching through his tension. “What the hell is CID?”
“The Army’s Criminal Investigative Division. You’re going to have to fight them for jurisdiction. The victim is a soldier.”
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Blake held it together until she stepped back inside her home. Caleb’s home, she corrected herself instantly. It still did not feel like her own.
The local cops had held her outside for more than half an hour as they took her initial statement, the scant shelter from the storm hanging overhead provided by the back seat of one of their cruisers and doing little to combat the fact that she was already soaked to the skin.
The second the front door shut behind her, she began to tremble, her teeth chattering together violently as the shock of the night’s events washed over her. A combination of the worst of the alcohol fading from her bloodstream, the cold from the rain and the crash that inevitably followed the dumping of so much adrenaline into her system left her barely functional.
She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed tightly, biting down at the same time in a desperate attempt to stop the involuntary movement of her jaw. Little by little, the effort succeeded, and normal service resumed.
“Get it together, Blake,” she said, her voice low and husky.
The cops would want to speak to her again; she was certain of it. She would’ve done the same in their shoes. Preliminary statements were all well and good, but a smart investigator would return with additional information and cross-reference secondary statements with those taken on the scene in an attempt to catch their witness out in a lie or half-truth.
Thankfully, she wasn’t worried about that eventuality. She had nothing to hide.
Except, she admitted to herself as her eyes swept across the darkened ground floor of her brother’s home, maybe she did. A small puddle of water had formed around her feet, and fresh trickles of rainwater were still coursing down her skin, but she ignored both.
This place is a mess.
The realization brought with it a burst of energy and a desire to rectify the situation. As terrifying—and downright bizarre—as the night’s events had been so far, they’d also brought with them a sense of clarity. She couldn’t go on like this, trying to drink away her grief, paddling on the edge of a brutal riptide of depression.
It was no way to live.
It was no way to honor her brother’s memory.
And beyond both of those factors, Blake now felt unsteady on her feet, as though an earthquake was rumbling underneath, sweeping away all those old certainties. For the first time in months, the forefront emotion in her mind was not grief.
It was anger.
Something was off about Caleb’s death, she was sure of it now, so deeply that she was ashamed of herself for ever even contemplating that he might have killed himself. For weeks, she’d agonized over what had driven him to end his life. Wondered if there was anything she could have done to prevent it.
But tonight’s events had to be linked to what had happened to Caleb. Even if she believed in coincidences—which after almost a decade in military law enforcement, she wasn’t inclined to—this was a bridge too far. There was simply no way that the murder of one of her brother’s closest friends, right outside his own front door, could be unrelated.
“But how?”
Blake blinked in surprise as the words escaped her lips. She shook her head slightly as she snapped back out of the dreamlike state that had settled on her for the past few moments. Whatever the hell was going on, she wasn’t going to get to the bottom of it like this.
She glanced at the front windows to check they were still covered, then flicked on the room’s overhead light. The harsh electric glare took a few moments to warm up. She shrugged off her soaking T-shirt and hung it on the back of the sofa, leaving only a plain black bra underneath. Although the thermostat was only set to ordinary room temperature, she instantly felt warmer.
As her eyes grew used to the light once more, they settled upon the open bottle of bourbon still sitting on the dining room table. For the first time in a long while, she felt no desire at the sight of it, only revulsion.
Blake made a snap decision. It had to go. Even the aftertaste of the liquor that lingered on the back of her tongue now gave her the sensation of nausea, despite the fact that the cool rain and the adrenaline had long ago dealt with any lingering intoxication.
She strode toward the table, sweeping up the bottle as she passed it, and didn’t stop until she reached the kitchen sink. She paused there for a moment, the bottle tipped diagonally in her hands, the golden brown liquid inside resting on the rim, the surface trembling in concentric circles.
In a sudden motion, Blake tipped the bottle upside down. A heady aroma of alcohol filled the kitchen as the liquor coursed down into the drain. In a matter of seconds, only a thin coloring was left on the bottom of the white enamel sink, like a watercolor stain on a fresh canvas. She stared at it for a few moments, shivering slightly as she had been after exiting the rain. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d made it through an entire day without a drink. Perhaps not since the funeral.
“Tomorrow’s going to be hell,” she admitted out loud, as if Caleb was listening.
And whose fault is that?
Was it just her imagination, or did her inner voice sound like him, too?
She spied a water glass resting upside down on the drainage board to the right of the sink out of the corner of her eye and picked it up. With her free hand, she flicked the tap on and waited for a few seconds as the last remnants of the liquor washed away. Finally, she filled the glass, lifted it to her lips, and drained it in one.
After setting it down, she turned to face the rest of the room with a feeling akin to rebirth flooding through her veins. She considered whether it was just the false promise felt by every addict before life crashed back into them once again but decided that this was different.
Because now she had a goal. It was time to find out what had really happened to Caleb.
And when she did, she made a promise to herself that she would not rest until the person or persons responsible saw justice.

THE DOORBELL RANG as Blake was stepping out of the shower about twenty minutes later. It was a strange, alien sound that at first startled her. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever heard it before. She hadn’t received very many visitors over the past few weeks. At least, few she was sober enough to receive.
“Just a minute!” Blake yelled at the top of her voice, hoping that the sound would travel far enough for the message to be heard.
She wrapped one of Caleb’s fluffy white bath towels around her torso, smiling slightly as she remembered his outrageous response when she’d teased him about it, preferring scratchy, well-used ones herself.
“But they don’t actually dry you off!”
“Only if you’re in a hurry…” Caleb had retorted. “I like to take my time in the bath. Really work out the tension, you know? Some things shouldn’t be rushed.”
A tear prickled in the corner of her eye at the reminder that she would never again have a silly conversation with her brother, who’d always been two personalities in one: on the one hand house proud, preferring his creature comforts, on the other a battle-tested Special Forces soldier comfortable in the most austere environments. She brushed it away.
It took only a couple of minutes to dry off and shrug on a clean pair of jeans and a worn T-shirt that upon an experimental sniff didn’t appear overly noxious. She quickly tied her hair up in a ponytail, then walked back downstairs to meet her visitor.
As she reached the bottom of the staircase, she was greeted with the other reminder of her evening’s activities: the cardboard box full of Caleb’s possessions on the dining table. Guessing that whoever was sheltering on her front porch from the rain in order to talk to her was another cop, she made the decision that it would be better to head off any curiosity about the contents. She swept a few loose items from the surface of the table into the box, then carried it into the small pantry, closing the door behind it.
Finally, she returned to the front door. The puddle of rainwater that she’d left about twenty minutes earlier was still evident, though it had already started to dry. She took a deep breath and pulled it open.
Two men were standing there, wearing heavy-duty raincoats stamped with yellow lettering. Her eyes were drawn to the taller of the two men, who had the word FEDERAL AGENT emblazoned over a familiar logo on his right breast. There was a familiarity to him that—exhausted and strung out from the night’s events—she couldn’t place.
“Shit, Blake,” he said, eyes wide with surprise while she was still searching her memory banks to come up with a name. “It’s you.”
“Miss Larsen, can we come in?” the other man said, shooting a clearly irritated look at the man Blake half-recognized. She quickly figured that he was the CID agent’s superior, despite the fact that their raincoats obscured ordinary ranking unit markings.
She clicked her fingers as the memory came back to her. “Nathan. Nathan Cooper. We went to that forensics course at Quantico together,” she said.
“That’s right,” he replied, raindrops trickling off his rain jacket. “I was sorry to hear about your brother. I didn’t put it together until right this moment.”
Inclining her head, Blake replied, “Forget about it.”
“Ma’am, we really need to have a conversation,” Nathan’s superior said, his tone curt and dismissive. Blake instantly sensed that he was used to getting his way. In truth, no longer having to deal with men just like him was one of the major bonuses of no longer being in the Army.
“My name is Blake,” she fired back with a half-smile that extended barely farther than her lips. “And we are having a conversation.”
“We need to take a statement about what happened tonight,” he said, a muscle dancing on the side of his jaw. His skin was weathered and covered with dark freckles, as if he spent too much time in the sun. “This is a serious matter, Miss Larsen. A soldier was murdered here, and you appear to be the only witness.”
“Oh, I forgot,” Blake snapped back, bristling at the man’s tone. Something about him rubbed her the wrong way.
“Sir,” Nathan cut in, shooting Blake a stifled, apologetic look. “Is it okay if I handle this? We know each other.”
That was interesting, Blake thought. There were no commissioned officers in CID. The fact that Nathan had used the term “sir” indicated that his partner was an officer, probably drawn from the military police units that CID was rolled into. But military police officers had no real experience in criminal investigations, which were actually carried out by CID special agents. She’d made visits like this many times.
So what are you doing here?
“You mind, Blake?” Nathan asked in an almost imploring tone. “You’ve been in my shoes. You know I need to take my own statement.”
“I’ll speak to you,” Blake finally agreed, glancing dismissively at the officer. Now that she was out of uniform, she didn’t have to treat the man with a lick more respect than he’d earned—which right now was precisely nil. “He can listen. Take it or leave it.”
A flicker of anger stabbed across the man’s face, but he inclined his head in agreement. The two men stepped inside. They opened their coats as they did so, and Blake caught a glimpse of the name patch on the officer’s uniform.
Richter. He was a captain.
Blake relayed her memories of the night’s events from start to finish, only editing out the bit where she’d considered ending her own life. Already she could barely believe how close she’d come to pulling the trigger.
“And you didn’t see the shooter’s face?”
She shook her head. “He wore a helmet the whole time.”
“What about the victim?” Nathan asked, noting down her previous answer. “You knew him. What was he doing here tonight?”
“I’ve met him,” Blake corrected. “He was one of Caleb’s friends. I haven’t seen him in years. I have no idea why he was here. Or why anyone would want him dead.”
“Bullshit!” Richter snapped. “I don’t believe you. Cut the crap, Ms. Larsen, while you still can. I assure you it will be better for you in the long run.”
Blake glanced at Nathan, startled by the officer’s sudden outburst. He looked as surprised as she was. He gritted his teeth but didn’t immediately intervene.
What’s his problem? she wondered.
She shrugged, deciding both that she didn’t care and that it wasn’t her problem either. “I’m telling the truth. Now I think you gentlemen have everything you require. Please get out of my house.”
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Despite feeling more physically and emotionally drained than she could ever remember being, Blake knew she had no chance of falling asleep—and not just because of the ongoing police investigation on the street outside. The strobing blue and red emergency lights found their way through the cracks in the blinds and bounced off the walls of the half-lit interior.
She felt like she’d chugged a quadruple shot of strong espresso twenty minutes before turning out the lights. In a way, she had. The after-effects of the adrenaline from the night’s excitement would take hours to fully work their way out of her system, and in the meantime, she was left feeling both anxious and jittery.
After catching herself walking to the refrigerator more than once and staring longingly at the rows of dark beer bottles inside, she realized she had to choose a different path.
“Damn it,” she hissed irritably, slamming the fridge door shut one final time, causing the assorted condiments jars inside to jangle against one another like church bells. She turned away from the appliance, pressed her back against it, and slid down until she settled on her haunches.
She rested there for a few moments, heart racing in her chest. Intellectually she understood that what she was experiencing were the textbook aftershocks of a traumatic situation, but knowledge of what she was going through didn’t help to face it in the slightest.
Blake knew that she needed to distract herself, to follow an ordinary routine until her brain was fully ready to process what had happened to her. But the idea of making a hot cup of tea and sprawling in front of the television seemed as alien to her as checking herself into the nearest psychiatric institution for residential care. She was a woman of action, always had been. If she wasn’t constantly moving forward, she felt uneasy, discomfited.
This was no different.
“So do something about it,” she muttered into the hum of the otherwise silent kitchen, sick of the cycle of self-pity revolving in her mind.
Blake thrust herself powerfully upright, the sudden resolve to act racing ahead of any consideration of how to do so. All she knew was that she couldn’t keep sitting around, not with the investigators still active in the crime scene outside, not with Caleb’s body rotting in the ground, not as long as there was the faintest chance that there was more to her brother’s death than she had believed.
But what could she do about it?
As a mild head rush from the rapid movement faded away, Blake’s investigator’s mind went to work. There was nothing she enjoyed more than solving puzzles. In fact, enjoyment had nothing to do with it: It was a compulsion. And now that she had settled upon this path, all the night’s earlier worries seemed to disappear.
She started to consider the situation in her mind, unconsciously ticking off the points on her fingers.
First, her brother was already buried. If there had been any physical evidence of foul play, then it was long gone. She would need to get a copy of the autopsy report from the original investigation into his death, though instinctively she doubted she would find anything there—if it was that apparent, then someone would already have found it.
The next issue was that now that she was discharged from the Army, she no longer carried a law enforcement badge and had no power to access crime scenes like the one only a few yards away from her front door, to attend autopsies, or to carry out official interviews with witnesses.
Third, she had no physical evidence from tonight’s murder, no witnesses that could tell her anything more than she’d seen with her own eyes, and no suspects.
“Then what can you do?” Blake posited out loud. When in uniform, she’d always hated the common refrain to “make the impossible possible,” but it was as good a piece of advice for life as any she’d come across since.
She didn’t have any physical evidence from either of the two deaths, but she did have access to all of her brother’s possessions. They were still lying in plastic crates in the garage, where they’d been for weeks, since a few of his buddies had helped her start packing up the house. The lease was up in a couple months, and Blake wasn’t intending to renew it.
She frowned as a thought occurred to her. Had Kyle been part of the group that had helped out?
It took a few seconds to wrack her brain and sift through the memories of that day—which was difficult as it was typically alcohol-soaked. They’d all worked their way through several crates of beer while clearing out the house, and that was before they moved on to the harder stuff.
Finally, she decided that Kyle hadn’t been there. Still, she remembered him from somewhere: mostly social media, she guessed. She and Caleb had been stationed states apart for years, even when he wasn’t deployed. They’d probably met once or twice in person, but not for a long time.
Blake found herself moving toward the garage with a purpose, suddenly alive with an energy that wasn’t just leftover adrenaline. She stepped inside and flicked on the light, not waiting for the overhead bulbs to slowly warm up before launching herself toward the stack of plastic crates.
She’d gathered all his possessions and placed them in here because she could no longer bear the constant reminders of his cut-short life that had been plastered on every wall, in every cupboard, and upon every shelf. Hiding him away had felt disloyal, and yet Blake knew that it was the only way she’d stayed sane.
The garage finally filled with a harsh, bright light that revealed a dozen or more large and transparent plastic boxes. They hadn’t yet been here long enough to gather even a thin coat of dust. Inside, she could see Caleb’s things, all neatly packed and stacked for the endless journey into the afterlife.
For a while, she’d wanted to bury these things with him, like the ancient Egyptians had. What if he needed a half-dozen tan utility uniforms in the afterlife and she hadn’t put them under the soil with him?
The corners of Blake’s lips turned up slightly at the idea. Perhaps the fact that she could joke about it now was a sign that she was healing.
Or maybe you’re just going crazy.
She surveyed the boxes with the professional eye of a long-practiced investigator, quickly discounting at least half of them, which were stacked with childhood and teenage possessions, clothing, and other miscellaneous items. She would still search through them, just in case, but she doubted they would be a gold mine of information.
The other half were of more interest. They contained more recent personal mementos, the items from his bedroom and his desk, and the other spots that his buddies had handled for her after she’d decided she was unable, that it was too soon.
“Yeah, because it’s way easier now,” she said wryly as she lifted the first onto the concrete floor. A few weeks back, at least she’d assumed that Caleb had killed himself. Now everything she saw felt tainted by the possibility that his death had been altogether more violent—and worse, that she’d missed it.
Blake reminded herself not to jump to conclusions. Preconceptions and biases were kryptonite to an investigator. They could twist even the most innocuous item into a truly compelling piece of evidence in a cop’s mind, only for the whole shaky edifice to fall apart in court.
Still, it was impossible to avoid doing so entirely. After all, there was a reason she was in this garage in the middle of the night, searching through Caleb’s things.
As she lifted the lid off the first crate to reveal what looked like the contents of her brother’s bedroom, Blake realized that she was seeing his possessions in a different light. Like an artist visiting a famous exhibition and finding themselves analyzing the brushstrokes instead of enjoying the art, she no longer felt the emotional impact of being in this place, just a cold, lucid interest.
That was good, for now. She just hoped that one day she would be able to see these things as she had in the past, without either desire or despair getting in the way.
“Okay, what have we got here?” she asked rhetorically, narrating her actions as though she was visiting a crime scene for the first time.
Usually, she recorded herself to improve the quality of her notes and reports later on. On this occasion, there was no requirement for paperwork, but the familiar routine helped shut out any lingering discomfort over what she was doing.
Blake lifted each item out of the box in turn, examining them in detail before setting them neatly down on the concrete. First came a stack of a dozen or more paperback books, a combination of easy-reading military thrillers and more complex works on Afghan history and the finer points of anti-insurgency strategy. She glanced at the titles of each in turn, then quickly flicked through each of the pages to check if anything was hidden in the spines.
Nothing fell out.
Still, she wasn’t discouraged. Long experience had taught her that you rarely cracked the case on the first day unless the perpetrator was caught red-handed. Most took hundreds of hours of painstaking investigative work just like this, combined with a practiced eye capable of picking out a clue from a school of red herrings.
She plucked a succession of mementos and decorative items out next—several framed artwork prints, along with a couple photos of her and Caleb as teenagers. Blake swallowed hard at this but wrestled the emotion back. She was too wrung out to experience any more sorrow today.
Or so she thought.
The last photo in the stack stopped her cold. It was of their parents, taken in a happier time. Mom and dad were both in uniform. They looked young and relaxed. She saw no signs of the darkness in her father’s eyes. She never had. Not until it was too late.
A flash of memory from that afternoon scraped her mind. She gritted her teeth. What was Caleb doing holding on to a photo of him? After everything he’d done. After everything he’d stolen from both of them.
She pushed it aside and returned to her search, her teeth gritted. Rolled-up posters, favorite pieces of clothing, signed baseballs, stacks of humorous uniform patches, and various mementos from her brother’s many foreign deployments joined the quickly growing pile on the floor as she searched through the second and third crates without discovering much of interest.
The fourth seemed to contain at least some of the contents of his office. The top half was taken up with neat files that contained assiduously documented paperwork, everything from seemingly every letter and paycheck he’d ever received from the Army to his utility bills going back years.
Blake smiled softly at this. As kids, she’d always been the organized one. They’d shared a room for years, divided exactly down the center like some kind of frozen conflict in a foreign state. Her half had been neat, tidy, and sparklingly clean. Teenage Caleb’s half of the floor was most often entirely obscured by a thick covering of empty energy drink cans and piles of discarded and invariably pungent clothing.
She almost hadn’t recognized the man who came back from boot camp. He made his bed with hospital corners, neatly lined up his shoes, and ironed his T-shirts, and she’d once found him reorganizing the entire kitchen at 3 a.m. like an OCD sufferer overdosing on Ritalin.
At first glance, though, there was nothing interesting in the files, which joined the growing piles around her feet. She paid most attention to the pages of bank and credit card statements, focusing mainly on the weeks and months before he passed away. She found nothing obviously incriminating, though she hadn’t expected to. The only unusual item was a sixty-two hundred dollar charge from RightHealth Regional Hospital dated a month before Caleb passed.
Blake frowned. “What the heck?”
She vaguely remembered Caleb had hurt his thumb a few months back. But he would have gone to an Army medical center to get that looked at. Why spend his own money when the taxpayer was legally obliged to fork out on his behalf?
Unless he didn’t want the Army to know…
If that was the case, whatever he needed attention for must have been a whole lot more serious—and difficult to explain away—than an injured thumb.
She went through several more months of statements but found no other charges from RightHealth. It was a unicorn.
Blake paused for a few moments, rolling her neck as exhaustion finally began to settle in. She stood up and performed a quick stretch routine before seeing the space around her through fresh eyes. The empty garage now resembled one of those warehouses used for aircraft investigations.
“This is getting a little too A Beautiful Mind, Blake,” she muttered, wondering how Nathan would react if he walked in on her doing this now. She wasn’t a special agent, not anymore. This was somebody else’s job.
Yeah, and they failed Caleb once already, she thought angrily, the fresh surge of energy driving her back into the search.
At the very bottom of the crate, she found a stack of envelopes. Most of them had been slit open with what appeared to be a very sharp knife—in character for Caleb, who had a vast collection of blades from all across the world—though a couple were still sealed.
“Bills, bills, final demand,” she said out loud as she flicked through each in turn, feeling a little guilty that she hadn’t been more attentive to the paperwork that had clearly been building up since Caleb died. About a third of the pile of envelopes were dated from after he was buried. She vaguely remembered tossing them onto his bed and shouting at his ghost to do something about them.
“My bad…” she continued before pausing, her fingers pinching the corners of the next envelope in the stack. “Huh…”
This one was different. Unlike all the rest, it wasn’t addressed to Caleb at all, but instead a woman called Cora Felton. Blake’s first instinct was that the envelope had simply been delivered to the wrong house, but when she checked the address more carefully, it was correct. The same address, but a different name.
A name that belonged to a woman that, as far as Blake knew, had never lived here. Caleb had first leased the place almost a decade ago.
“A girlfriend?”
He’d never mentioned her. And her brother had been an open book. If he was dating someone, he would’ve told her.
Blake’s instincts sharpened. She’d always had a sixth sense for an important clue. It was what had made her such a successful investigator. The human brain is exceptionally good at picking patterns out of seemingly unrelated pieces of data, drawing shapes out of randomly placed stars in the sky.
Unfortunately, most people are so good at this they can find patterns even where none are to be found. Blake’s talent was in drawing the right conclusions.
She eagerly plucked the letter out of the envelope and held it up to the light. At first, she didn’t understand what she was looking at. It took her a couple of seconds to realize that it was a bill from RightHealth, addressed to this unknown woman and posted weeks before her brother died.
The dates corresponded with the charge on his statements. The amount wasn’t the same, but she guessed he must’ve negotiated the fee. She didn’t recognize the medical billing codes, but the envelope also contained a thick appendix.
“What am I looking at?” she said, kneeling on the hard concrete and setting the letter down in front of her. She flicked through the explanatory appendix and searched for the first billing code. It was for an X-ray—facial. The next, pain medication. Others referenced wound management, bandages, even a tetanus shot.
Closing her eyes, Blake let her head tilt back as she tried to work out what the heck she was looking at. It was like she was an archaeologist trying to work out the diet of some ancient people from the shards of pottery they left around the campfires.
Still, after a few seconds, a few key takeaways came into detail. First, the bill referenced emergency, acute care, not an ongoing illness. Second, it sounded like this woman had gone through hell. Blake couldn’t escape the feeling that this Cora had suffered a serious beating.
She spun the paper around in search of more information but found only instructions on how to pay the bill. As her eyes passed over the dense, finely printed text, they widened sharply. The billing department’s phone number had been underscored twice in blue ink. It felt ridiculous to believe that she recognized Caleb’s handwriting, but she did. There was something about the directness of the pen work, the confidence in it. Her brother had always been a man who made a decision and stuck to it. This bore his hallmark.
Blake stared at the scribble for a long time. She didn’t understand what precisely she was looking at, but she knew that it was the start, the thread on which she would pull to untangle this whole mess.
“So, Cora,” she said slowly, “who are you—and why was my brother paying your bills?”



6
Blake grudgingly opened her eyes only when even the sofa cushion she’d wedged over her face was insufficient to block out the rays of sunshine streaming through the living room windows. She shoved the cushion aside, the crinkle of paper as it landed on the scattered piles of documents on the floor a reminder of what she had been doing when she passed out.
She reached blindly for her cell phone, her eyes still clogged with the detritus of sleep. Her fingers must have swiped across the screen in the process of lifting it toward her because when her blurry vision finally focused on the device in front of her, the camera was on.
In selfie mode.
“You look like crap,” she told the disfigured freak staring back at her, the baggy eyelids and face creased from lying on the couch resembling some kind of surrealist painting more than an actual living, breathing human.
After staring at the camera feed for a few seconds longer, Blake finally grew disgusted with the way she looked. She thrust her legs over the edge of the sofa and forced herself into an upright position. She flicked away from the camera, her eyes widening when the home screen replaced it and informed her that it was past noon.
When had she finally fallen asleep? Five a.m.? Later?
“Okay,” she muttered. “This stops now.”
After an entire lifetime as an early riser, the last few months had consisted of rapidly drifting bedtimes and even later waking. But then, Blake didn’t have anything to wake up for.
And now she did.
She was about to toss the cell phone to one side when a thought occurred to her. She opened the contacts app instead and scrolled about halfway down until she found an entry for an old law enforcement colleague who owed her a favor. She tapped on his name and waited for the phone call to initialize.
“This is Mark. If you’re listening to this, you know what to do.”
Blake could almost hear her eyes rolling. “Lame…” she said out loud, purposefully waiting until after the beep to do so, to make sure Mark heard. It was a long-running joke.
“It’s Blake. I’m calling in a chip. Give me a call when you get this.”
She was about to end the call when she thought better of it. She didn’t have time to play cell phone ping-pong, not if she wanted to get to the bottom of what had happened to Caleb.
Screw it.
“Scratch that,” she continued. “Listen, I need you to run a partial license plate for me. It’s a motorcycle, a powerful one. You’re going to hate me, but I don’t have a make or model. And I only have the last three digits. Before you tell me it’s hopeless, I know…”
She read out the partial license plate and ended the answer phone message with thanks. Mark was a good friend. He knew she was no longer in the business, but they’d worked together long enough that she was sure he knew she wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.
Still, it was a long shot. But that was investigative work. You played the odds, followed every lead no matter how improbable because you never knew which would prove decisive. Usually the last one you expected.
Blake’s gaze drifted down to the pile of paperwork at her floor. After discovering the hospital bill addressed to Cora Felton the previous night—well, morning—she’d torn through all of the remaining storage crates in search of any more information.
She’d come up empty.
Whoever Cora was, she was no less mysterious in the cold light of day than when Blake had first seen her name.
She sat there for a few moments pondering her next steps. First things first, she needed a copy of Caleb’s autopsy report. Nathan would be able to get that for her. As his only surviving family member, she was entitled to it anyway, but if she went through the Army’s usual bureaucracy, she would likely receive it two Sundays short of Judgment Day.
Breathing out deeply, she added it to her mental to-do list. Unfortunately, this resulted in a very unpleasant aroma wafting up to her nostrils.
Blake screwed up her face. Toothpaste, now.
She hustled to her bathroom and filled a basin with cold water before leaning forward and splashing it over her face and washing away the stickiness of sleep. After she was done brushing her teeth, she stripped off the T-shirt she’d slept in in order to apply the spray of deodorant.
Only to catch sight of herself in the mirror.
You really let yourself go, huh?
In high school, Blake had been on the track team. Her favored event had been the 400-meter hurdles, a discipline that required almost inhuman levels of cardiovascular fitness, a strong core, powerful thigh muscles, and a giant leap.
The person staring back at her, as with the selfie app a few minutes earlier, betrayed only the slightest resemblance to the teenage girl she remembered. The last few months of sleeping late, not working out, primarily eating fast food, and drinking more than any human really should had left her in a bad way. Her frame naturally tended toward a lean, wiry state, which meant from a distance, in the right kind of light she could probably be mistaken for being fit.
But not in the harsh light of day. Blake studied herself in the mirror, prodding her stomach, then lifting up her arms and noting with dismay the loss of definition on her previously sculpted shoulders.
No, she wasn’t fit any longer. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d run a mile, let alone farther. The best way to describe how she presently looked was…
Skinny
fat.
Blake resolved to do something about it.
Now.
She stripped off the remainder of her clothes and marched into her bedroom in only her underwear. After searching through her closet for a few minutes, she realized shamefacedly that she hadn’t even bothered unpacking her workout gear when she’d hustled back to Northern Pines after Caleb’s death. She reached up and pulled out the suitcase from the top shelf, then carried it to her bed.
Her running shoes, cell phone armband, and a half dozen or so neatly stacked sets of Nike exercise clothing greeted her as she opened the lid. She half-wanted to hide from their accusing stares.
You didn’t even give yourself a chance.
After rifling through the pile for a couple seconds, she pulled a favorite workout top over her shoulders, pathetically grateful that it still fit. A couple of minutes later, she was fully dressed and ready to go. Usually, she loved running.
Today, not so much. If Blake was honest with herself, she was dreading it. There was precisely zero chance that this run was going to be enjoyable. But it had to be done.
“The only easy day was yesterday,” she said out loud, repeating the trite self-improvement motto that had been drilled into her by some long-forgotten PT instructor. It was a nonsense phrase that meant nothing, and yet there was a grain of truth in there somewhere. This had to be hard. She had to work her body to the absolute limit, and then a bit further even than that.
This was about sending a message to the most obstinate listener in the world—herself.
Blake realized about half a dozen steps outside of her front door that she’d forgotten both her cell phone and running watch, but after a brief moment’s hesitation, she decided to dispense with both. She didn’t need the fancy stats and the heart rate graph, not today. The old-fashioned way would do just fine.
Within five minutes, she was sucking down oxygen like it was going out of fashion. Try as she might to measure her breaths, to match them with every third footstep like she was so used to doing, she was completely unable. Her breathing became ragged and desperate even when setting a pace she knew she could handle.
Sweat streamed out of her pores, causing stray strands of hair that she’d been unable to corral into her ponytail to her temples and stung her eyes. She started to imagine that a toxic cocktail of alcohol and other poisons was flooding out of her, if only to make the pain seem worthwhile.
She ran a loop that she must have done a hundred times while staying with Caleb over the years. It was about six miles long, mostly on hard sidewalk, and the twists and turns were so ingrained into her psyche that she could probably have navigated the route in her sleep.
When she passed a road sign that stood in for her first mile marker, she almost cried. Her stomach muscles were screaming at her to give up, lactic acid was building up in her leg muscles, and a stitch was quickly developing in her side like a jagged nail, digging deeper with every fresh step.
Blake pressed two fingers against the niggling pain, gritted her teeth, and pushed on. Another mile passed by and another. Her only focus was on the next stride, finding enough oxygen to keep her vision from fading entirely, somehow forcing her cramping lungs to expand one inch wider. She ran like an injured deer, legs wobbling, head swaying from side to side, up and down, her chin dropping from exhaustion despite her best efforts to keep it up.
All she wanted was to give up. To stop. To walk the rest of the way home.
But she couldn’t do it. She tried once, slowing almost to a crawl, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop. It felt like a betrayal of Caleb and maybe of herself. She kept on going.
One more mile. Another.
She was in the home stretch now. She could almost feel the power of the shower water beating at her skin, washing away the sweat and the salt and the pain. Her step quickened. The stitch fell away. She almost sprinted the final couple hundred yards, arms pumping at her sides like pistons, forcing her exhausted body on despite all its protests, despite the fact that she was growing light-headed from lack of oxygen.
And she made it, stumbling up the path that led to the front door. As she reached the water bottle she’d left to the side of the step, ready for this moment, she doubled over, hands pressed against her thighs for support, lungs heaving like forge bellows, leaving no energy to reach for the precious liquid.
You did this to yourself, Blake thought as her conscious mind finally reasserted itself.
Finally, gratefully, she reached for the bottle, drinking half of it in two great gulps before pouring the remainder over her face and neck, sluicing away the filth. The tiredness and pain were still there, but in Blake’s mind, it felt like a baptism, as though she had washed away the depression and grief of the past few months and replaced it with something else: a strange kind of hope.
Refreshed, kind of, she unlocked the door and stepped inside. Her phone was waiting for her just inside the door, right next to her running watch.
Glancing at the home screen, Blake saw that she had a notification, a voicemail. Mark had already replied. He was nothing if not efficient. She tapped it, then placed the phone against her ear as she waited for the line to connect.
“Blake, I did what you asked. Spoiler: you ain’t gonna like the results. There are almost two hundred bikes in North Carolina alone that match the combination of digits you gave me. If I expand it to adjoining states, that almost triples. You don’t even want to ask about the whole country. Anyway, I’ve emailed you a spreadsheet containing everything I found. Listen, Blake, I don’t know what you’re up to, but I trust you to keep me out of it, all right?”
The voicemail ended without a signoff. Blake grinned to herself. Mark had never been an outwardly sentimental guy. They went way back together in CID. He was still in the Army, unlike her, but she knew this was his way of showing her he cared. Of helping her the only way he knew how: giving her a lead.
It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Blake drummed her fingers against the surface of Caleb’s desk. Her key pieces of ‘evidence’ were laid out in front of her, forcing her to confront the reality that she didn’t exactly have much.
Mark’s spreadsheet was open on the laptop computer to her side. After grabbing a sandwich out of the meager contents of the fridge—pickle, mustard, and cheese that wasn’t supposed to have spots of blue mold on it—she’d sat down to continue sifting through the crumbs that might lead to something more substantial.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t there yet. She’d tried the mystery Cora’s name in the spreadsheet but came up empty. Only two of the bikes matching the partial license plate numbers were located within thirty miles, and as far as she could make out through the use of Google, one was owned by a CPA, the other by the owner of a landscaping company. Neither struck her as the murder-for-hire type, nor could she find any connection to either the military, special forces, or any criminal records she could search through publicly accessible databases.
They just seemed like upstanding members of society. Which was nice for them but didn’t leave her much to work with.
Digging into Cora Felton occupied a full hour of her researching time but left her equally empty-handed at the end of it. The woman had social media profiles that might as well have been locked down as tightly as Fort Knox for all the secrets they gave up. All that Blake learned from the small circular profile pictures on offer was that she was a pretty brunette, a native of North Carolina, and probably in her early to mid twenties.
Blake sighed, a level of frustration and aggravation surging out of her along with the hot air. She needed a different angle. Cora was a dead end. So was Kyle’s killer. She’d sent Nathan a text requesting her brother’s autopsy report—and more ambitiously, the whole investigation file—but hadn’t yet received a response.
She didn’t expect he would accede to her second request and knew that he would want to know why she was interested in Caleb’s death after all this time. He would draw his own conclusions about the cause of her interest. If he started digging into it, even better. Maybe a federal special agent looking into the case after all this time would spook the horses in a way that her own quieter investigation never could—and give her the opportunity to feed on the scraps.
But that was still up in the air. Since she didn’t want to waste the next couple of days sitting on her hands, she needed a different angle.
And fast.
The cold reality of any murder investigation was that with every hour that passed without finding the killer, the chances of success dropped precipitously. As an agent herself, Blake had known that fact implicitly. But now it was personal. She couldn’t afford to let this trail go cold.
Biting her lip, Blake dragged the laptop back in front of her. She scrolled through the spreadsheet of bike owners one last time, hoping that a name or address or…something…would jump out at her, but nothing did.
She minimized the sheet with an angry stab of her finger against the laptop’s keypad. The computer’s web browser appeared in its place, still open on Cora’s Facebook page.
Blake bit her lip as she stared at the empty page, wishing that at least one friend was listed. If she could just find someone to speak to about the woman, she knew she would be able to run things down the old-fashioned way.
“Wait,” she whispered as an idea struck her. She grimaced as she realized that amid the stress and exhaustion of the past couple of days, as well as potentially a bit of rustiness from having left the game, she’d allowed herself to get tunnel vision.
Kyle was dead, but that didn’t necessarily mean that his secrets had died with him. He would have had a family, friends, maybe a girlfriend or a wife. Since he was, or at least had been, in Caleb’s unit, perhaps some of her brother’s buddies knew him.
Blake got to work with renewed energy, typing ‘Kyle Thompson’ into the Facebook search engine. A profile popped up with a familiar image. She clicked on it, experiencing a rush of discomfort as the full profile image rendered on screen. The picture had clearly been taken at a barbecue. Kyle was holding a red cup. He looked relaxed, happy.
“And now you’re dead…”
She shook her head, wondering what Kyle—and maybe her brother too—had gotten mixed up in. They were both young men with so much life ahead of them. It seemed such a waste that soon both would be resting underneath the soil, their lives cut brutally short.
Dammit.
As Blake dragged her eyes away from the profile picture, she realized instantly that Kyle’s profile was private, just like Cora’s had been. She should have known. It was standard operating procedure in elite units like the Green Berets. The Army would have preferred that operators didn’t have Facebook pages at all, but locking them down was the next best thing. Caleb had only ever had about a hundred friends on social media—all people he knew personally and trusted implicitly.
Apparently, Kyle had the same idea. She clicked through the various sections on the profile, but each was as empty as the last.
Blake frowned as an idea came to her. Caleb…
She couldn’t access Kyle’s Facebook profile using her own account, but maybe she could using Caleb’s. After all, if Kyle knew him well enough to drive to her brother’s house in the middle of the night, then it was at least possible they were Facebook friends. And if they were, then she would likely be able to see his photos and his friend lists. That was all she needed.
After navigating to the login field, she ended Caleb’s email address, typed in Blake178Mulberry as the password, and pressed enter. The dialog box shook.
> Incorrect Password.
“Damn,” Blake whispered, feeling a rush of dismay. She’d thought she’d guessed it. Caleb was a creature of habit. His password was the same for almost everything, from email to his Netflix account. Which, of course, they’d shared. It was always her name and the first line of the address of the first house they’d lived in together.
Except, apparently, this time.
She steepled her fingers and thought for a moment. A fresh idea occurred to her. She tried again.
> Bl@ke178Mulberry.
She clicked enter, and this time instead of kicking her back out, the password field disappeared, and the screen filled instead with the Facebook newsfeed, instantly populating with updates from friends who Caleb would never meet again. Pictures from kids’ birthdays, marriage announcements, even strange, verging on unhinged political diatribes. All like a postcard from a different time.
Blake retracted her fingers from the trackpad as though she’d been stung, feeling at the same time both elated and a little bit ashamed, as though she was trespassing in a churchyard.
“Shit,” she muttered, replacing them more slowly. She would have felt more comfortable searching through his side of their teenage bedroom than this. But it wasn’t like she had a choice. No one else was going to do it.
Gritting her teeth, she selected the search box, and for a second time, typed Kyle Thompson. Her finger hung over the enter key for a moment before stabbing down with unnecessary venom. She just wanted to get it over with.
This time, Kyle’s profile appeared along with an icon that indicated he and Caleb were friends. Blake clenched her fist with satisfaction, pumping it quietly at her side. She clicked on it, and this time the dead man’s profile page filled with information.
Blake wasted no time. She selected the ‘About’ section and quickly scanned the page for anything relevant. She grabbed a pen and scribbled Kyle’s name on a scrap of paper, underlining it before holding the nib poised over the page as her eyes returned to the screen.
Interesting.
Kyle was, apparently, married to a woman called Marci Foster. Had she stuck with her maiden name or more recently changed it back? It was impossible to say. Blake clicked on to the woman’s profile, only to learn that it was set to private, just like all the rest.
That was no surprise. It wasn’t just the husbands who committed their lives to Special Forces; it was the partners as well. OPSEC was just as important for those left on the home front. The guys went away to war, but at least they carried a gun. Blake knew that the women left behind feared not just for the lives of their deployed loved ones—but that the bad guys would follow them home. It had happened before. It was a remote chance, but one they had to live with every time they looked into their kids’ eyes.
She sighed and returned to Kyle’s page, selecting the Photos tab this time. In her experience, people posted more about themselves online than they really understood. Often you could work out where they lived, their favorite restaurants, what baseball field they took their kids to on the weekends, all through the crumbs of digital information they freely uploaded themselves.
The most recent picture of Kyle was almost six months old. That wasn’t exactly unusual. There were many more social media channels now than there had been when she’d joined the Army—which meant a whole lot more work for the investigators tasked to sift through them. The image showed the man sitting alone on a golf cart, a cigar in his mouth and holding a can of hard seltzer up to the camera. He had a broad smile on his face.
“What happened to you, huh?” Blake said softly, involuntarily picturing Kyle as she’d seen him the previous night, his body shattered with gunfire. She focused on the picture longer than she needed to, not really seeing Kyle at all but her brother in his place.
She shook herself and began clicking through the social media photos. At first, they were mostly images of Kyle playing golf, occasionally out fishing. They grew more frequent the further back she went.
After about a dozen images she came across the first picture of a kid. A young boy with mousy brown hair. He was wearing a soccer jersey. Kyle was in the process of lifting the boy into the air.
The next shot, the kid was on his shoulders. They looked happy, the two of them. The boy wasn’t tagged, but that wasn’t a surprise. There was no mistaking their family resemblance. They looked like two peas in a pod. Kyle had also uploaded the photo, apparently a happy, loving dad.
Blake lingered for a few seconds, then clicked on to the next photo. For the first time, a woman appeared. She was blond and looked tiny at Kyle’s side. She had her arms wrapped around his waist and was looking up at him with what might well have been adoration.
She leaned forward, intrigued. “I’m guessing you’re the famous Marci?”
The blonde wasn’t tagged, and once again, Kyle had uploaded the photo, which meant there was no further trail to follow. But it only took one more click for Blake to reach another family photo in which the woman was indeed tagged as Marci Foster.
“Come on,” she whispered as she continued flicking through the photo album. “Give me something I can use.”
Finally she came across an image that wasn’t just part of the endless succession of family, golf, and fishing shots. It was taken in front of a beauty salon, with a length of ribbon across the front door. The caption read: ‘Proud of my girl.’
Blake sat up straight, instantly recognizing that she’d stumbled on a way of getting to Marci. The salon’s sign read: ‘Marci’s Nail & Spa.’ She typed it into the browser and pressed enter.
Inside half a second, she had an address, driving directions, and the answer to the question of how she was going to spend the rest of her Friday.
“Gotcha.”
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Blake made a face as she lifted the Starbucks cup to her lips and drained the last of its contents, the tepid, slightly congealed liquid inside doing nothing to improve her mood. The coffee hadn’t started out ice-cold, but she’d been sitting in her car for almost two hours outside Marci’s Nail & Spa waiting for something to happen, and she was still coming up empty.
“What’s new…” she muttered underneath her breath.
She’d always hated stakeouts. Even when she wasn’t forced to occupy the cramped space with anyone else, the car always seemed to take on an unpleasant, musty aroma within minutes, and it only got worse from there.
More pressing, however, was her growing need to use the bathroom. She glanced at her watch. It was almost 5 p.m., and—according to the salon’s opening times, at least—her target would be leaving any moment now. Blake really couldn’t afford to leave her post.
She’d considered calling ahead and making an appointment but had swiftly dismissed the idea. In her experience, it was always best to catch an interview subject off guard. Even though she wasn’t in law enforcement any longer, the principle was the same. Instead, she’d called to ask if Marci was in and hung up the phone when she received the confirmation she was looking for.
Her phone buzzed on the central console. Glancing at it, she saw a message from Nathan Cooper returning her request for her brother’s records. He didn’t actually say one way or another, but he wanted to meet.
Interesting.
Blake leaned forward slightly and squinted as a woman walked up to the salon and poked her head inside. She relaxed as she realized that the subject was African American, which didn’t match the five foot something-looking blonde she’d seen in Marci Foster’s profile picture.
There was a brief exchange, and then the potential customer walked away, apparently having been told that no further appointments were available. Blake shifted gratefully in her chair in an attempt to relieve the building pressure on her bladder.
Why do you always go for the venti?
Another ten minutes or so passed, and one by one, the remaining customers and staff inside the salon filed toward the exit. The last killed the lights and turned the sign on the door from ‘open’ to ‘closed,’ but still Marci didn’t leave.
In fact, as far as Blake could make out, there was no evidence that anyone was left inside at all. As she began to wonder whether she had somehow missed the subject of her stakeout, a silhouette finally exited the office space to the rear of the reclining chairs and walked toward the door. She seemed hunched-over and walked in a tired shuffle, though Blake wondered if she was overthinking things as a consequence of seeing through her own grief-tinted spectacles.
She softly opened the car door in preparation as the woman in the salon reached the exit and began locking up. As the subject stepped into the dying embers of the sunset, a shock of blond hair caught her attention.
“Time to say hello.”
Blake pushed the car door fully open and climbed out. She tracked her target as the woman turned her head both ways to check for oncoming traffic in the parking lot, then began walking in a diagonal line toward her vehicle. She set off fast to intercept her, successfully doing so just as Marci reached it and began fumbling for her keys.
Raising her voice, Blake called out, “Marci Foster?”
Marci whirled around, bringing her purse up to her chest in a posture of unconscious self-defense. Her gaze raked Blake up and down for a few moments, and she frowned as if trying to place her.
“You another cop?” she asked edgily. “I already gave you guys my statement. You can’t just come around my place of work like this. I’ve can’t have my customers thinking I’m mixed up in anything, okay?”
“Not exactly,” Blake began before pausing to correct herself. “Well, not at all. Not anymore.”
“Then I ain’t got nothing to say to you,” Marci said, turning away and beginning to search through her purse for her car keys.
“Didn’t sound like you had anything to say to me before, either,” Blake pointed out.
“Listen, lady, I don’t know who you are. But I already told you, I’m not talking,” she replied, drawing the keys out of her bag and pointing them angrily at her car. Her thumb went visibly white with tension as she squeezed the unlock button.
Blake knew she had to change tack fast. She spoke in a hurry, the words tumbling out in quick succession. “Have you ever met a guy called Caleb Larsen?”
Marci turned back, tired eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Who’s asking?”
Acting fast to take advantage of this brief chink in the woman’s defenses, Blake reached into her back pocket and pulled out her wallet. She opened it up and drew out her Uniformed Services ID card, which listed her as retired Army. She stretched out her hand in offering. “He was my brother.”
Marci studied her for a second before her gaze dropped to the outstretched ID card. She plucked it from Blake’s fingers and held it up in front of her, biting her lip as she scanned it for several long, silent seconds.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking. “I didn’t know. I knew your brother. He was a good guy.”
“No reason for you to be,” Blake replied as brightly as she was able. “Look, I’m sorry for busting in on you like this. I didn’t have anywhere else to turn.”
Her hand dropping to her side, which Blake took as a good sign, Marci frowned. “I don’t understand. Look, I’m sorry about Caleb. I only met him a few times, but he always struck me as one of the good ones—”
Interesting phrasing, Blake thought.
“—But he passed away months ago, right?” Marci continued, her face screwing up into its own rictus of grief and some other suppressed emotion. “I don’t see how I can help you.”
Blake gritted her teeth for a moment as she pondered how to respond. Judging by the anguish on Marci’s face, she’d been informed about Kyle’s death. But clearly she hadn’t been given the full specifics—such as the location where it had happened.
“It’s about your husband,” she said.
Before she had a chance to continue, Marci interjected, “Ex-husband. Shit. He really is now, isn’t he? Do you have a cigarette?”
Blake shook her head. “I don’t smoke.”
Marci glanced back at the salon and shuffled around to the blind side of her car. Blake followed, understanding the woman’s urge to hide away at a moment like this. “That’s probably a good thing. I haven’t smoked in years. But it’s been a hell of a day.”
She shook her head. “Listen, can you just get to the point? I don’t have the energy to go around in circles on this. Not today.”
“Your ex—” Blake began before correcting herself swiftly. “—Kyle was killed outside my brother’s house last night. I’ve been staying there.”
“What—?” Marci replied, blinking stupidly as she visibly struggled to process this new piece of information.
“That’s why I’m here,” Blake pressed on. “I want to know what Kyle was doing there last night. I need to know if had something to do with…what happened to Caleb.”
A strange, almost glazed expression came over Marci. She glanced down at the ID card still stuck between her fingers, as if surprised to see it there. She jerked back into life, then thrust it urgently back.
“CID told me the street where he was found. I didn’t know he was at Caleb’s place. But it doesn’t change anything. I don’t know what he was doing there, and I don’t want to. That’s what I told ‘em. And that’s all I’m telling you. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll drop it. Now I gotta go pick my kid up from my mom’s and somehow explain to him that his dad’s never coming home, okay?”
Blake clenched her fists together in frustration as she watched Marci snatch at the car’s door handle before climbing inside. She could sense this conversation slipping away from her but didn’t know how to rescue it. Right now, she didn’t know what she didn’t yet know. She was poking around in the dark.
“Wait!” she said desperately.
“For what?” Marci replied, holding the door open and staring back with almost haunted eyes.
“What did you mean when you said Caleb was ‘one of the good ones’?” Blake finally asked, remembering the strange sadness that she’d detected when the woman had said those words. “Please. I just want to know what my brother got mixed up in.”
Marci laughed bitterly. “If I knew, I would tell you. Kyle never said shit to me. But he changed. Drifted away.”
“Changed how?”
It was as though Marci’s early resistance simply faded away, as if she’d been waiting to tell the story for a long time, only nobody wanted to listen.
“What they do to those guys, it’s criminal,” she spat. “Kyle went to Afghanistan four times in seven years, you know that? And Syria twice, in case that didn’t fuck him up enough.”
Blake did know. Caleb had deployed almost as often. But she sensed that now wasn’t the right time to interrupt.
“Six times in seven years, and you know what the Army said?” Marci asked rhetorically. “They said that it wasn’t a combat mission. Advise and assist, that’s all. He wasn’t going to be in any danger. Bullshit. They were out there fighting alongside the Afghan commandos day after day for weeks, helicoptered all over the country to fight one fire after another, and the Army didn’t even have the respect to call it a war.
“Well, what do you call it when the Taliban are firing RPGs at you while you’re neck deep in a drainage ditch? A fucking picnic?”
“That’s what happened to your husband?” Blake said softly.
Marci nodded angrily, no longer seeming to think of Kyle as her ex. “He ended up in a hospital bed three times, and all the while, the Pentagon said there was no war.”
Her hands started to tremble. She twisted in her seat and started going through her purse as if searching for a pack of cigarettes, then pushed it away in frustration.
“I’m sorry if this is too personal,” Blake said. “But why did you two drift apart?”
Marci replied in a monotone, as if all the anger had drained away from her. As if she only felt regret. “He got his brain all shook up. His interpreter stepped on an IED. It was only a few feet away, but somehow the shrapnel didn’t even touch him. He got up and kept shooting. It was only the next day he keeled over. They call it a TBI, you know that?”
“Traumatic brain injury, yeah,” she replied.
“Well, he was never the same after that. Doctors said there was nothing wrong with him, but he got angry. Pushed me away, his boy too. Within a year, they busted him down a rank. Last I heard, they were talking about dishonorable discharge. He probably deserved it after breaking an officer’s nose, but it wasn’t him throwing the punch, you know? It was a different Kyle. Still didn’t stop them sending him out to Syria for another tour.”
She fell silent for a few seconds, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “And now he’s never coming back.”
Blake stepped around the open car door, sensing what was to come. She placed her hand on Marci’s shoulder and squeezed as the young woman hunched forward, sobbing silently as she convulsed with grief. Her own eyes grew hot with repressed emotion as she comforted the bereaved wife and mother, imagining how it must’ve felt for her to lose her husband for a second time.
But as she stood there, another part of her brain was turning over, interpreting what Marci had said. Whatever Kyle had gotten himself into, it must have happened after he started spiraling after his injury. But how did that have any relevance to Caleb’s situation?
Could he even be her brother’s killer? She didn’t want to believe that it could be one of his friends, but neither could she rule it out.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered softly, finally noticing that the sobs had died away.
Marci said nothing for a while before pulling a tissue from her pocket and dabbing at her eyes. Her makeup was smeared from the tears, but she didn’t seem to care.
“You should stay away from this,” Marci warned.
“I can’t. Please, just tell me anything you can.”
“I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t know anything,” Marci replied, sighing heavily. “Not really, anyway. Kyle started hanging around the strip club in town. Leopard Ladies or something. I don’t remember the name. Don’t want to. Coming home at all hours smelling of liquor and God only knows what else. Next he started carrying a gun, and after that, he stopped coming home at all. That’s all I can tell you.”
“I don’t mean any offense, but…” Blake trailed away.
“Just say it.” Marci shrugged. “He’s done all the hurting he can do.”
“Where was Kyle the night of June 8?”
Marci’s gaze narrowed. “The night Caleb died?”
Blake nodded. “I have to ask.”
She laughed harshly. “I don’t blame you. But if someone killed your brother, it wasn’t Kyle.”
“How do you know?”
“Because that’s the week of my kid’s birthday, and Kyle went and fucked off to Atlantic City. He sent me a video message from outside a Hooters at three in the morning, drunk out of his mind. Apologizing and rambling about being sorry for everything. He was real messed up, but he was there. No doubt.”
Blake jutted her chin out in frustration. “Who else might know something?”
Marci tilted her head as she considered the question. “Maybe some of the guys from Charlie Company. But I hear they’re deployed. Again.”
“Do you have their contact details? Any of them.”
“Sure. But you’ll be lucky to get through. They go off-grid for weeks at a time.” She frowned. “Except Ryan. Ryan Walker. He got himself hurt. He’s stateside, for sure.”
“Do you have his number?”
Marci nodded. She dug out her phone and shared a contact. “Now I really have to go.”
“One last thing,” Blake said hurriedly. “Have you ever heard of someone called Cora Felton?”
Marci shook her head. “Who is she?”
A little deflated, Blake replied, “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”
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“Thanks for meeting me this late,” Nathan said, rising hurriedly from his seat in Thorough Bread, an inexplicably horse-themed bakery and coffeeshop in downtown Northern Pines.
He almost knocked over the chair he was sitting on in the process. Clearly flustered by Blake’s unannounced approach, he tried to do three things at once: first, catch the chair; second, close the lid of his laptop; and finally, extend his hand in greeting.
Unfortunately, he ran out of limbs.
“No problem,” Blake said, hiding a slight grin as she reached out and stopped the chair from toppling back herself. She tried to catch a glimpse of whatever was on his laptop screen in the process but didn’t get there in time.
“Can I get you a coffee?” Nathan asked after they were done shaking hands. He shot her an embarrassed grimace by way of thanks for catching the chair.
“I’m good. I’ll be up all night if I drink any caffeine now,” Blake said, reflecting privately that her consumption during the stakeout would probably have that effect anyway.
“You mind if I grab one?” he said, gesturing at an empty paper coffee cup to his side. “I guess I ran out.”
“Go ahead. I can wait.”
Though I’m not sure what for, she added in silence as she pulled up her own seat.
He tidied his things and pushed his chair back with a little more caution before walking up to the empty counter and placing his order. Judging by the sparse number of words that escaped his lips, he took his coffee just like Blake herself did.
She drummed her fingers on the tabletop as she waited for the barista to finish and took the time to replay her conversation with Marci Foster in her mind. Kyle Thomson’s ex-wife had forwarded her the message her husband had sent her from Atlantic City. She was right about his rambling. He looked high on something, that was for sure. The metadata on the video file confirmed where and when it was taken, proving that he couldn’t have been involved in her brother’s death.
At least not directly.
Blake made a face. Pinning Caleb’s death on a friend who had spun off the rails would have been the most obvious explanation. Kyle had the skills and training to make it look like a suicide.
But if he wasn’t involved, then what was he doing outside Caleb’s home the previous night?
And who was the guy I saw?
She shook her head and glanced up at Nathan, who was still waiting at the coffee counter. The CID agent had a shoulder bag slung by a strap over the back of his chair, which was probably what had overbalanced it in the first place. Inside, she noticed a manila envelope, along with an empty laptop sleeve and a tangle of power cables.
Blake glanced over her shoulder to check on Nathan, half-tempted to spin the special agent’s laptop around and take a quick look at what he was working on. She wouldn’t need long. After all, she had plenty of experience using CID’s computer systems.
Be honest, there’s nothing ‘quick’ about those…
Since he was in the process of tapping his phone in payment and she could hear the screech of the coffee machine beginning to draw to a close, she decided that she should probably play it safe. Besides, interfering with a federal investigation was a crime.
Directly interfering, to be more precise. After all, what she was doing in her free time was just… taking a look around. There was no law against that.
“Thanks for coming,” Nathan said as he sat back down, another paper coffee cup in hand. He winced as he set it down on the table and shook his hand as if to dissipate the heat.
“You already said that,” Blake replied with a smile.
“Right.” He nodded, cheeks flushing. “I did. Sorry. Like I said, it’s been a long day.”
“So what am I doing here?”
Nathan took a long gulp from his cup of steaming hot black coffee, patently in order to buy himself a moment’s thinking time, given the grimace of pain that followed after he tore the too-hot cup away from his lips.
“You asked about your brother’s autopsy report,” he finally said, his face taking on the solemn, appropriate expression that she had come to hate.
“I did.” All her earlier enjoyment of the conversation died in an instant. “Did you get it?”
He nodded.
“Listen, there’s something—” He stopped and visibly composed himself. “I need to ask you something first.”
Blake nodded guardedly. She thought she knew where this was going. “Shoot.”
Nathan gingerly took another sip of coffee, this time without burning himself. “Why do you want to see this now, after all this time?”
“I’m entitled to, aren’t I?”
“You know you are.”
Flashing him a smile, Blake asked, “Then why don’t you slide that envelope over and let me take a look?”
“Blake, you’re not in CID anymore. You can’t stick your nose into this, if that’s what you’re doing. Just leave it to the professionals.”
“Your boss, what’s his name?”
Nathan looked guarded. “Captain Richter.”
“Yeah, Richter. What’s his deal? Why is he so interested in what happened to Kyle?”
“It’s his job.”
Blake shook her head. “No, it’s your job. You’re the investigator. I did over ten years in CID, and I never saw an officer come down to a crime scene.”
He shrugged. “We’re short staffed.”
She laughed. “You’re always short staffed. That’s not why.”
He glared at her. After chewing his lip for a moment, he finally softened. “Fine. Kyle Thompson is—was—a Green Beret. The powers that be are leaning on him to keep this quiet. No one wants to read about a hero operator getting shot to death in suspicious circumstances.”
Blake wasn’t completely convinced but changed tack.
“You think there’s a connection with Kyle’s shooting and what happened to my brother?” she asked. “Is that something you’re looking into?”
Nathan gritted his teeth. His eyes flashed angrily as he replied. “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t check out a coincidence.”
“What about the guy I saw? The one on the bike?”
“It was reported stolen. NPPD found it ditched outside of town. No prints. Nothing we can use. It’s a dead end. Satisfied?”
Blake held up her hands, palms facing out in a gesture of peace. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just want to find out what happened to Caleb.”
“Are you sure?” Nathan asked, his expression growing grim.
“What do you mean by that?”
“You never asked to see the report before,” he said, for some reason seeming to choose his words carefully, which Blake didn’t understand. “I asked around the office. In fact, you refused delivery when we tried. What changed?”
For a moment, Blake didn’t respond, instead taking the time to play this scenario out in her head. Nathan was right; he was no idiot. And as painful as it was to come to terms with, she no longer had her own badge. He could and would put roadblocks in her way if he wanted to. Or she could keep him sweet—and out of her way.
Even after reaching that conclusion, a part of Blake couldn’t resist pulling Nathan’s chain.
“My brother’s friend got shot to death outside his house, Nathan,” she said in a sarcastic tone of voice. “That’s what changed.”
“So you are investigating—” Nathan began.
Blake held up a finger to forestall him. “I want to make sure I know what happened to Caleb, that’s all. You asked why I never listened to what the agents who came by the house had to say. It was obvious, that’s why. You can still see the friction mark on the beam where he hung himself, you know that? I didn’t need to read through the report, see the burns on his neck.”
Nathan blanched, though she suspected it wasn’t so much because of the vividness of the image as the fact that he’d pushed her into using it. He opened his mouth to respond, but Blake continued before he had the chance.
“And now I’m not so sure. Maybe he killed himself, maybe he didn’t. Maybe he had a reason, and I just never listened. But I want to be damn sure I don’t let him down now, okay? I won’t get in your way, don’t worry about that.”
She paused, fixing her gaze on his eyes. “But believe me, I intend to hold your feet to the fire every step of the way until you figure out what’s really going on here. And I won’t apologize for it.”
Nathan held her gaze long enough that even she started to feel embarrassed about her mini-rant. Finally, he spoke in a quiet voice. “You don’t have to. In your shoes, I would do the same. Just follow the ground rules, okay? Don’t get in my way. Don’t do anything to jeopardize my investigation.”
Blake stuck out her hand and held it expectantly over the table. “Deal.”
He shook it and then twisted in his seat to retrieve the envelope in his bag. “There’s something I need to warn you about before you read it,” he said as he turned back to face her.
She raised an eyebrow. “I can handle the crime scene photos, Nathan.”
I hope.
“It’s not that.” He frowned. “The tox screen got delayed at the lab. You know how it is, due diligence on open-and-shut suicide cases isn’t exactly top of the priority list.”
“Don’t sugarcoat it for me,” she fired back before even processing what he’d said.
Tox screen?
“Then the results sat in someone’s in-box for a month. It was only when I requested the report that I saw they had come in at all.”
Her chest starting to tighten, she asked, “What are you talking about?”
Nathan looked like he would rather be doing anything else except sitting opposite her. “The results indicate that Caleb had extremely high levels of both heroin and methamphetamines in his blood when he died. I don’t know if you knew he was using, but I didn’t want you to be blindsided when you read the report.”
Blake snatched the envelope from Nathan’s hand and stood suddenly. Her chair scraped loudly against the ground, drawing a few curious glances from the last remaining customers that she resolutely ignored.
“I have to go,” she muttered, the words flooding unbidden from her lips. Hot tears of disbelief prickled at the corners of her eyes as she practically ran out of the coffee shop.
“Blake!”
She ignored Nathan’s puzzled entreaties to stop as she ran directly for her car, the envelope clutched tightly to her chest. She stabbed angrily at the ignition button, cursing as she somehow missed it twice before finally hitting home.
Her vision blurred over as she placed her hands on the wheel. She ground her teeth together, angry at her own weakness. She’d thought she was stronger than that. She pulled her right hand away from the steering wheel and hurriedly wiped her eyes dry.
“Get it together,” she hissed in the silence of the empty car.
Through the glass of her windshield and the coffee shop’s slightly steamed-up windows, she could see Nathan hastily packing up his laptop and preparing to leave. Blake knew that she couldn’t face a conversation with him right now, less still the prospect of explaining why his revelation had sent her over the edge.
She exhaled all her anger in one long, endless stream of hot breath, bundled up all the grief and rage, and squashed it into a tiny ball in the pit of her stomach. There would be time to pull it apart later.
But not here.
Blake made the drive home in record time, breaking every speed limit but somehow avoiding being stopped by the cops. As she stormed in through the front door, she wasn’t even sure that she’d remembered to lock the car.
She didn’t care.
Throwing the envelope down on the dining table, Blake had the sudden urge to pour herself a large, stiff glass of bourbon and throw it back in one. Now that she wasn’t distracted by the need to concentrate on the road ahead, a lifetime’s worth of memories surged over the dam she’d erected in her mind.
“Blake, stop!” Caleb shouted. “Don’t come inside!”
Too late. She hurtled through the open front door, her school bag hanging off a single strap, causing it to spin around her body and bounce against her chest as she skidded to a halt.
“Mommy?”
The voice didn’t sound like her own. She was eleven now. But the girl she heard sounded much younger, the tone high-pitched and fearful.
Her hands tightened against the backpack’s strap as her eyes grew wide. “Caleb,” she whimpered. “What’s wrong with her?”
He was on his knees, crouched over Mom. The telephone handset was crushed between his shoulder and his right ear, the cold white cord stretching out to the receiver, which had fallen off the table as he pulled it toward the unmoving body on the floor. A dark stain surrounded her.
“Blake, go outside,” Caleb yelled. “Everything’s going to be okay. The ambulance is on its way. Go outside and wait for it for me, okay?”
She started to pant. She couldn’t take her eyes off her mom’s face. It was bruised and scraped. A scrap of duct tape hid her lips. She wasn’t moving. Blake knew the truth. It didn’t matter what happened when the ambulance came. It was already too late.
“Now, Blake!” Caleb shouted, his voice taut. “Go!”
She tore her eyelids open and stared angrily at the object that was the cause of so much inner turmoil. Surely Nathan was mistaken. Perhaps another case’s toxicology results had been mixed up with Caleb’s. After what her dad had done, both she and her brother had sworn never to try drugs. They were each all the other had left, a promise they’d reaffirmed many times over the years.
Blake was certain that Caleb would never have broken such a commitment. The bond they shared—had shared; the realization that he was gone still hit her like a hammer blow every time—was unique.
Unbreakable.
“Bullshit,” she spat as she reached furiously for the envelope before ripping it open.
Caleb would rather have quit the Army than break that covenant with her, and the Army was his life. Like her, he’d found in it the family they’d both lost. And their bond with each other was stronger even than that.
She turned the envelope upside down and emptied the contents onto the table in front of her. The autopsy report was a document of about thirty pages, stapled in the top left corner. This one was a copy of the original—and indicated that it was a preliminary summary of findings. Nothing moved quickly in the military.
But she ignored it for now, not yet willing to see Caleb like… that. Instead, she reached for the second document, the tox screen. A tense muscle on her jaw fired as she read the cover page, which indicated which tests had been conducted, scanning over the familiar, dense text with ease. She reached out her arm, pinched fingers poised in the air to turn the page, momentarily unable to bring herself to do it.
He wouldn’t have.
Blake turned the page. Like Nathan had promised, the results spelled it out in black and white. Alcohol—Nil. Cocaine—Nil. 6-MAM—232ng/mL. Methamphetamines—473ng/mL.
Her eyes glazed over before she reached the end. The paper quivered in her grasp, then fell away entirely. 6-MAM—which she knew from studying many such tox screens stood for monoacetylmorphine—was unequivocal proof of recent heroin use.
An image of Caleb filled Blake’s mind as she slumped back. “I know you didn’t take this stuff,” she whispered. “So what really happened?”
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“Come on, don’t be lame,” he said, prodding Blake in the arm. She blinked woozily, her eyelids leaden with sleep. It took a few seconds for her eyes to focus on the seat in front of her. A few crushed beer cans lay on the floor around a battered and dented coffee table. On top of it sat a half-drunk bottle of liquor.
“Huh?” Blake mumbled. She ran her tongue across the top row of her teeth. They tasted fuzzy from the alcohol. The smell of marijuana lingered in the background, sweet and cloying. She shouldn’t have taken that extra hit.
“Try it,” the guy said. He was wearing all black like they all were, his jeans tight around skinny thighs. “It’ll clear your head.”
Blake saw the pipe in the kid’s hand. It was made of glass and looked well-used. The globe-shaped furnace at the far end was coated in a white and light brown residue. She swallowed and looked around for support.
Her friends were all passed out on the couch around her. Harley, her best friend, was slumped against the shoulder of some guy she didn’t recognize. None of them were conscious enough to return her gaze.
Like Blake herself, they were all running from something. Divorced parents. Bullies. For her, it was a pain that would never fade. Only sixteen, the booze helped numb the ache. The weed was better. Nothing worked for long.
“I’m okay,” she whispered, her throat hoarse from disuse and the effects of the weed she’d already ingested.
“Just take a hit,” the guy said, flicking the flint of a lighter in his hand and holding it to the end of the glass stem. “It’ll make you feel better. I promise. Look, I’ll show you.”
He lit the white substance at the end of the pipe and inhaled, keeping the flame burning. A thick white vapor formed in the stem before being sucked into his lungs. His body jerked slightly, and his head tipped back. Behind tightly shut eyelids, his eyes rolled in his skull. After several long seconds, he opened them. His pupils were wide and dilated. He held out the pipe with shaky hands.
Blake eyed it suspiciously. The guy’s words replayed in her mind. “It’ll make you feel better. I promise.”
She shrugged. Why the hell not? It couldn’t make her feel worse.
She took the pipe from him first, wincing at the heat of the glass, then the lighter. She understood the principle. It was the same as doing a hit from a bong. She cautiously scraped the flint. No flame. She tried again, and this time, the lighter flickered into life.
“That’s right,” the guy groaned, slumping back against the couch cushions. He was almost unconscious.
Blake took a hit. The smoke scoured the back of her throat and made her want to cough.
The door swung open violently. It hit the wall and bounced back, but not quickly enough. A figure stepped through, wreathed in darkness. Blake squinted even as her pupils dilated and the narcotics began pumping through her veins. She recognized him.
Then hands were on her. They knocked the pipe away. She felt herself being lifted easily into the air, thrown over a broad set of shoulders. And then fresh air on her cheeks. Someone laying her down on the grass.
And then her brother’s voice. “Promise me, Blake, that you’ll never touch this shit again.”

BLAKE JERKED AWAKE. For a moment, she felt nothing, as though the veil of sleep hadn’t yet fully lifted. When it did, it was replaced by the most profound sense of loss she could remember. In the dream, Caleb had felt so real. She’d heard his voice, the way it cracked when he got excited. Smelled his familiar scent, one that spoke of hard work and sweat, without any hint of pungency.
To realize that it had all been a dream was akin to a carpet being swept out from underneath her feet. For just a few precious moments, she’d been something other than achingly alone.
And now she was awake, when all she wanted to do was sleep.
She drew her knees toward her chest and clutched her arms around them.
Caleb’s harsh words from her dream echoed through her mind once again. “Promise me, Blake, that you’ll never touch this shit again.”
She still remembered the way she’d felt as he looked at her that night, not with anger in his eyes, not reproach, but pity and fear. He’d never wanted to punish her for acting out, only feared for the path she was treading. Feared for his only sister’s life not because he worried that she would leave him alone but because he was scared of failing her.
Blake knew the truth of it then.
It was all bullshit.
In her heart, she knew that Caleb would never have touched the drugs that the tox screen spelled out in black and white.
Anyone can slip, Blake, she thought, playing devil’s advocate in her own head. No one’s perfect.
After all, she’d seen it herself, too many times to count. Drugs didn’t prey on weakness; they preyed on hurt—whether emotional or physical. All they needed was a crack, and they would find a way to squeeze through and like an acid corrode away the husk until there was nothing left.
Caleb more than anyone would have had reason to want to salve the pain. After the childhood they’d shared, the loss of their parents, and after a career spent staring evil in the face, it would have been foolhardy to claim that he was immune.
But she would have seen the signs. She knew it.
As kids, they’d been each other’s therapists, filling that role before they even knew its name. In a world where adults provided no foundation, they were each other’s anchor; like wild dogs in a pack, they were intimately attuned to each other’s body language, the barest hint of emotion on their face, the tiniest crack of unrest in their voice.
They spoke every week, unless one or the other was deployed—and even then they made time to talk. No, Blake understood that she and Caleb had shared a bond stronger than most twins. And though she knew those in pain could hide their agony almost seamlessly from the rest of the world, she also knew there were limits.
If Caleb was hurting enough to turn to a chemical solution, then to consider ending his own life, she would have detected something.
She was sure of it.
Or maybe that’s what you need to believe…
The alternative was that she really had missed something. That Caleb’s hurt had been out there in plain sight, that he’d been crying out for help, and thus that she had failed him more completely than she’d ever thought possible.
Blake stood before fully processing the impulse that had driven her upright. Jumping off the bed, she rushed out of the bedroom that her brother had always kept for her in his home, relegating guests to the couch even after she’d explained to him that he was being an idiot.
She’d been living here full-time for weeks. No, months, as she dealt with the administrative burden that came with a person’s death in the modern world. If Caleb really had been hooked on narcotics, especially ones as far down the rabbit hole as meth and heroin, there would have to have been evidence of his addiction—likely in this very house.
She tore through the building like she was on some kind of chemical stimulant herself, searching every drawer in the kitchen, every cupboard, even lifting the lids on the toilet tanks to check if anything was hidden inside. She searched with the efficiency that had been drilled into her on innumerable training courses over many years, filled with a sudden and complete belief that she would find nothing, and yet not allowing that bias to cloud her judgment in the slightest.
Blake swept every room in turn, searching under beds, turning mattresses and sofa cushions over to check whether anything was hidden inside. Any nook, cranny, or crack that she’d ever seen an addict hide their substances inside, she searched.
There’s nothing here.
But her work wasn’t done yet. There was one place left to check. She turned her neck up and looked at the access hatch to the loft above her head. There was no way anything was hidden in there. No addict would place so many steps in the way of getting their fix.
And yet she knew that she could leave no stone unturned.
Blake unhooked the ladder, then pulled it down, dodging out of its way as it slid down the metal rack with surprising alacrity. It moved almost soundlessly, well-oiled and maintained like everything in this house. As it hit the floor, a light flicked on in the loft above her head.
“Here goes nothing,” she muttered as she began the short climb up.
The building was only two or three decades old, but there was at least that much dust waiting for her when she arrived. She took a deep breath in through her nostrils—and regretted it almost immediately as a speck of dust came in and teased out a god almighty sneeze.
“What—” she snorted, wiping the back of her hand against her face, “—the hell are you doing, Blake? I swear, if I find a meth lab up here…”
She climbed up easily, pausing for a moment to sneeze a second time as her head emerged into the loft space. It was large and windowless, and the roof slanted into an A-frame overhead. Only a single bulb lit the space. It took her eyes a few seconds to adjust to the gloom.
No meth lab.
A few brown cardboard boxes were stacked in one corner of the room. There was enough dust on top for Blake to be pretty sure they’d been there ever since Caleb moved in. But her eyes were drawn instead to the flat wall at one end of the room. It was drywall, nicked and chipped from years of the space being used for storage.
But that wasn’t what attracted her attention. The light from the bulb overhead glinted off something stuck to the plaster. She walked over, eyes narrowed. Underfoot, she saw that a path had been made through the dust on the floor. It had to be recent.
“What were you doing up here?” she muttered as she stopped in front of the wall.
It was covered in pins and sticky tape. It looked like a posterboard in a college dorm room, littered with the detritus of tack and string and pins used to keep pictures and posters in place, as well as the torn-off corners of what she was pretty sure were photographs—as well as clippings from newspapers. It reminded Blake of the scene from A Beautiful Mind. But whatever had been stuck up there was now gone.
She took a step back and looked all around, wondering if she was missing something. There was a gap of a couple of inches between where the floor ended and the wall began. Blake could see orange insulation foam staring up at her from underneath.
Along with something else.
She knelt, frowning as she peered at the flash of white that had attracted her attention. It was stuck in the gap. Whatever it was must have fallen when Caleb—Blake stiffened as the thought occurred to her that it might have been someone else—cleared the wall.
Her knuckles scraped against coarse, splintering wood as she squeezed her hand into the crack. She winced but kept going. The tips of her fingers fluttered against a thick sheet of card or paper. Blake stretched, urging herself on despite the discomfort.
Got it.
She withdrew her hand, the object pinched between the tips of her thumb and forefinger. As it emerged into the loft cavity, she held it up to the light. It was a photograph.
And Marci’s words from the day before rang out in her mind. “Kyle started hanging around the strip club in town. Leopard Ladies or something. I don’t remember the name. Don’t want to.”
Now Blake knew the name. And it was time to pay the establishment a visit.
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“What the hell were you up to?” Blake whispered softly as she raised her gaze from the photograph in her fingers up to the view it depicted.
She was parked a dozen spaces up from The Leopard Lounge, on the opposite side of the street.
Blake set the photograph on the passenger seat, placing it face down in case somebody happened to walk past the window. She was dressed mostly in black, from a pair of denim jeans to a matching canvas bomber jacket, and had a dark green Army beanie hat cinched down over her hair. The truck’s engine was off, as were all the lights, and she guessed that she was probably almost invisible in here, the truck’s high road clearance lifting her far enough off the ground that it was unlikely someone would notice what she was doing unless they actively looked.
This was a nasty suburb of Northern Pines. Technically it wasn’t even part of town. It was a strip mall built on unincorporated land by a developer about twenty years earlier. The upmarket businesses they’d hoped to attract had never settled in. A different clientele, however, had found the value proposition quite attractive. Leopard Lounge wasn’t even the only strip joint on the street, and the other shop fronts harbored a line-up of equally seedy establishments: liquor stores, bars, tattoo parlors, and the like.
Waiting a whole extra day had felt like torture, but the darkness that now embraced the street made it worthwhile. Blake felt in her element in it, a ravenous thrill surging through her at the sight of neon signs reflecting in the window glass, drunks shuffling down the sidewalk, and the occasional outbreak of yelling as some dispute or other was settled—sometimes peacefully, other times less so.
She pushed all distractions out of her mind. Now it was time to hunt.
A chill ran through her as she realized that her brother must have sat within feet of where she was now, probably in this very same truck.
But for what purpose?
“I wish you’d just told me what you were doing,” she muttered.
She shook her head. That was part of what she was here to find out. But there were other, equally pressing questions as well. Like: Who was Cora Felton, and how was she related to this whole mess? Was she in that club right now?
Blake grimaced as she remembered the young woman’s hospital bill. Somehow she doubted that Cora had played any part in what had happened to her brother. No, the girl was a victim too.
“Game face, Blake,” she said out loud, adjusting her position in the seat as she noticed a couple of guys walking up the street and angling as though they intended to enter Leopard Lounge. She leaned across the center console and opened up the glove compartment. The plastic box fell open smoothly, and as it did so a bright flash of light spilled out from the small bulb inside.
“Dammit,” she cursed, furious at herself for not predicting that might happen. She quickly reached forward and snatched both items from inside. Each was black, cool to the touch, but only one was metal.
After hurriedly slamming the compartment shut, Blake slid the pistol under the seat beneath her, leaving the grip poking far enough out that she would have no problem reaching it in a hurry. Next she turned her attention to the high-power digital camera she’d also removed.
Having learned her lesson from the glove compartment, she shielded the digital screen as she powered the device up.
After removing the lens, she brought the camera up to the window, using the screen instead of the viewfinder to frame her shot in order to stay on top of her peripheral vision. She was able to snap an image of the two customers just before they entered the strip club, as well as a second shot of a bouncer who stepped out of the shadows as they approached.
“You’re early,” she said, half-wondering what would drive a couple of young men to a strip club at this time of night.
She made a face. Or any time at all.
Blake quickly glanced down the street, then in both side mirrors to check that nobody was trying to get the jump on her. She didn’t think anyone had noticed what she was doing, but it was usually better to be safe than sorry. Once she was certain, she looked back down at the camera, flicking a switch so that the media gallery opened up.
She zoomed in on the faces of both customers first, recognizing neither of them. That was no surprise. Young grunts—and these men were definitely soldiers—cycled through nearby Fort Bragg at a hellacious pace.
Next she cycled through to the image of the bouncer. She didn’t recognize him either, but he was a mean-looking bastard. He was bald, the top of his dome glinting from the reflection of the streetlights. The further she zoomed in on the high-resolution image, the more she could see the stubble around his temples. He was wearing a black jacket over light jeans and had a lanyard dangling over his chest containing his credentials.
Blake spent a couple of seconds memorizing the man’s face. He looked like a fighter, his ears flattened into cauliflower steaks, his nose broad and crooked, both features testaments to a life spent behind two raised fists.
By the time she looked up from the camera, both men had disappeared inside. The bouncer retreated back into the doorway, just barely visible in the shadow it cast, his arms crossed over his chest.
“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” she said.
Still, she reflected, there was nothing new about a strip club employing brutes. If anything, if the establishments had to exist at all, then it was preferable. Customers tended to get handsy in the dark after a couple of drinks. It was usually a mistake they only made once.
The next hour or so passed in much the same way. Men trickled in in dribs and drabs, often with their hands thrust into their pockets and their heads down, as if hoping not to be noticed entering a place like Leopard Lounge. It was hardly an upmarket Paris cabaret joint, after all. The later the night got, the larger and more relaxed the groups entering became, as alcohol imbibed earlier in the night loosened their inhibitions and any residual shame.
Blake snapped crystal-clear images of as many as she could, not bothering to review them after a while. Some only stayed a few minutes, after apparently thinking better of their decision; many others remained inside for the duration. She idly wondered how some of them would react if they knew there was evidence of their presence at a place like this. Did they have wives, girlfriends…
Daughters?
When a large group, perhaps half a dozen clearly drunk men, sauntered toward the opening, Blake raised her camera once again in preparation. As the now-familiar bouncer stepped out of the darkness, instead of walking up to the group as he had done previously, he half-turned and looked behind him.
A crack of light stabbed the darkness, accompanied by a sudden flare of music from inside the club. Frowning, Blake adjusted the zoom on the camera lens and tried to make out what was happening.
It took a couple of seconds, but finally she got eyes on a trio of women exiting the club, each wearing jackets that obscured their torsos and their upper thighs but left a whole lot of leg on show. She realized they had to be the dancers.
The guys arrayed around the club entrance started to cheer and whoop, the noise growing clearer and louder as Blake cracked the window a couple of inches to help her listen in.
“Shut the hell up or you ain’t getting in!” the bouncer hollered, his coarse, gravelly voice echoing down the street like a drill instructor’s.
The group quieted down immediately, and without being told drew themselves into a neat line. As they did so, Blake was able to grab clear images of each of the three dancers. Through the lens, she saw that one of them already had an unlit cigarette between her lips, while the other two were holding a pack of smokes and a vape pen respectively.
As the customers filed inside, the three girls approached the bouncer. Despite the cracked window, there was no way Blake could make out what was being said between them. The sound of passing cars, sirens in the distance, and the general murmurings of urban life made sure of that.
She snapped a couple of extra pictures to make sure she had all faces captured with multiple angles, then placed the camera in her lap—within easy reach should she need it again.
The small group remained in conversation for a surprisingly long time. Since they were now standing on the street, Blake didn’t need to squint to pick them out from the darkness. The bouncer thrust his hands into his pockets. He was facing toward her, while the dancers faced the other way.
The dancers shared a tense posture, and one of them—the shorter girl in the center—gesticulated wildly as she spoke. She was clearly worked up about something, though since Blake couldn’t see her face, she wasn’t certain whether it was good or bad.
The woman had light brown hair, Blake observed. Like Cora.
As she watched, the girl took a sudden step forward, stabbing her finger toward the bouncer.
That answers that…
He reacted fast, bringing his hands out of his pockets with frightening speed and grabbing her offending wrist with his left as he brought his right up to strike.
The crack the slap made as it contacted the dancer’s cheek cut through the city noise, reaching Blake’s ears with enough strength to make her wince.
“Shit,” she whispered, reaching urgently for the camera. She brought it up and fired off three fresh photographs in short succession but suspected that she’d only caught the disarray that followed the slap.
She brought the camera’s viewfinder up to her eye and manually focused on the woman, who had doubled over and was clutching her face. Click, click.
The urge to leap out of her truck and teach that misogynistic, violent asshole a lesson swept Blake up hard enough that she felt her fingers reaching for the door handle. It went against everything she believed in to stand by while anyone—and specifically a woman—was assaulted like that. But she tore them away, knowing that she couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.
You idiot.
Blake ground her teeth together, knowing that she should have caught the assault on camera. She knew from bitter experience that it was almost impossible to make such cases hold up in court, especially when it turned into a game of he-said, she-said. She had no doubt that the strip club’s surveillance footage—if it existed at all—would have mysteriously disappeared by the time the police arrived with a subpoena.
But it wouldn’t get that far, she thought with a twisted grimace of frustration as she watched the other two dancers try and calm the situation down. One of them was now consoling the injured girl as the other approached the bouncer who once again had his hands in his pockets as if nothing had happened at all. That one had her palms up, unintentionally cosplaying de-escalation tactics that Blake herself knew well.
The hurt dancer tore herself away from her friend, thrust a cigarette into her lips, and stormed down the street. Blake tried to capture an image, but the woman’s face was impossible to make out in the patchwork evening light.
The bouncer took a couple of angry steps down the street after her, but the dancer speaking to him tugged at his sleeve. Blake held her breath, hoping she wasn’t about to see another attack. She held her camera ready just in case. But instead, the dancer engaged him in rapid-fire conversation, evidently beseeching him not to act.
She imagined what the woman was saying. “She’s just going to walk down the street, okay? Have a cigarette and clear her head. You know what she’s like… She didn’t mean anything by it.”
It was always the woman’s fault, right?
After a few seconds, the bouncer appeared to acquiesce with a tight, angry nod. The other two women hung around for a few seconds, semi-plaintively staring down the street after their friend, then disappeared back inside, as if unwilling to provoke the man any further.
Blake kept her gaze on the one remaining dancer, who had retreated about thirty yards down the street and was now angrily smoking a cigarette as she rested her forehead on the glass window of a closed laundromat.
Something was wrong here. Horribly wrong. She didn’t know a whole heck of a lot about strip clubs, but she knew enough. That bouncer had acted as though he owned these women, rather than as their protector. And they’d treated him with such deference it was almost as though they agreed.
“Bastard,” she spat before biting down on her anger. It wasn’t productive right now. She needed to refocus her energy on the task at hand.
Using the camera lens instead, she zoomed in on the back of the woman’s head. The image quivered slightly through the viewfinder but eventually steadied. She held it there for a very long time, barely allowing herself to breathe.
It’s the same shade, isn’t it?
Blake found herself suddenly possessed by the idea that the woman she was watching was in fact Cora Felton, that she’d found her already. From the moment the thought occurred to her, it was all she could think about.
And she knew she couldn’t resist the opportunity to ask the questions that were swirling in her mind.
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“Dammit, Blake, don’t you go and do this.”
Too late.
As she reached for the door handle with one hand, she scooped up the pistol with the other and placed it inside the belt loop of her jeans. The touch of the cool metal against her skin made her flinch, magnified by the first hit of adrenaline now flowing into her veins.
Blake stopped herself opening the door at the last moment as the headlights of an approaching car painted the asphalt to the side of her truck. She drew her hand back as though she’d been stung, lowering herself to avoid being seen as the car scooted past.
Change of plans.
Instead of getting out the driver’s side door, Blake clambered over the gear selector and into the passenger seat. She paused there for a moment to scan her surroundings, then subtly pulled it open.
Even as she stepped out onto the sidewalk, Blake knew that she should not be doing this. It was beyond foolhardy. The whole point of a stakeout was to avoid getting noticed, not to poke your head into the animal’s lair.
But it didn’t matter. The logical, analytical half of her brain—usually so controlled—had been supplanted by the emotional side. Logically, rationally she could see that what she was doing was wrong. But it made no difference. Grief was in control now. And a fierce hunger to find out the truth.
Blake’s sneakers touched down on the sidewalk with marshmallow softness, completely inaudible in the midst of the background noise. Her dark clothes allowed her to blend into her surroundings, though she bit her lip, cursing as she wished she’d thought to wear a hooded sweatshirt to better conceal her face.
No time to think about that now.
She stuck to the dark side of the line of cars parked along the street, out of sight of the bouncer outside the strip club—and the woman who might be Cora, too. Keeping herself low, she walked until she was about the same distance away from the club as the dancer, then continued until she figured she’d doubled it. Only then did she step between two parked vehicles, keeping far enough back from the edge to keep herself obscured as she glanced both ways down the street.
For now, there was no approaching traffic, but that was not why Blake breathed a sigh of relief. She exhaled softly as she saw that the dancer was still where she’d last seen her, still smoking the same cigarette. The woman seemed to be shaking her head angrily, as if remonstrating with herself.
Blake resisted giving in to the itch in her feet to cross the street just long enough to ensure that the bouncer had retreated, and then crossed over.
“You got a cigarette?” she asked as she approached, head slightly cocked with what she hoped was an unthreatening expression on her face. She didn’t smoke—hated the smell of the stuff, in fact—but long experience as a criminal investigator had taught her that people tended to open up while sharing a cigarette, as if recognizing a fellow member of an increasingly-shunned tribe subconsciously prompted them to lower their guard. It was motivation enough to force herself to tolerate the smell when she had to.
“Fuck off,” the dancer spat without turning to face her. Her voice was hoarse, as if her throat was all wrapped up with emotion.
Could just be the smokes, Blake thought, frowning as she tried to work out whether she was actually talking to Cora or not. Between the gloom of the street and the woman’s obscured face, it was difficult to be sure.
Recognizing that she needed to keep the woman talking either way, Blake thought on her feet.
“Five bucks,” she said, reaching into her pocket for her wallet and desperately hoping she would find some cash inside it. She didn’t often carry it these days.
The proposal gave the woman a moment’s pause, which Blake took advantage of by opening her wallet and noisily flicking through the contents. She breathed a sigh of relief as she noticed a couple of bills inside. She pulled out both and inspected them in the half-light. A fifty and a twenty. She handed over the latter.
The dancer finally turned to face her, though as she stared down at the money, her bangs fell over her face, leaving Blake no closer to an answer on her identity. She stared at the proferred bill for a couple of seconds, as if working out whether it was a trap, then reached out and quickly plucked it from Blake’s fingers.
Just as swiftly, she reached into the pack of cigarettes still in her other hand and held one out for Blake, who placed it between her lips and leaned forward for a light.
No change, huh? she thought, stopping a smile from forming on her lips at the pure chutzpah of the woman as the lighter flickered and her cigarette ignited the road.
“Thanks,” she said instead as she took her first drag. It had been months since she’d last been forced to endure a cigarette like this, and the heady rush of nicotine hit her fast. She leaned against the shop window as much to stop herself from swaying as to obscure herself from the bouncer’s field of view.
“No problem,” the dancer replied moodily, the money long disappeared into the depths of her coat. She tossed the stub of her cigarette onto the street, and Blake held her breath—wondering whether all this had been for nothing.
Thankfully, she opened the cigarette pack a second time and flicked her index finger against its base, causing one of the smokes to jump out an inch and a half but leaving all the rest in place.
“Neat trick,” Blake observed as she tapped the first ash from own cigarette. She held it by her side for a few moments, grateful for the opportunity not to have to inhale, her nose wrinkling from the scent nonetheless. Her eyes probed the other woman’s face, matching similarities with her memory of Cora Felton’s profile picture.
It could be her, she thought. Maybe. Same hair, same nose. Is there something about the lips?
“Yeah,” the woman replied, blankly looking down at the pack. “I guess.”
Blake lifted her cigarette back up to her lips, cautious not to let her gaze linger for too long. She paused before taking another drag and said casually, “You got a name?”
“Who’s asking?” the woman replied, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Why are you talking to me anyway, lady? I don’t got time for this.”
“Just making conversation,” Blake said quickly. The last thing she needed was to spook this woman.
“Just making conversation, huh?” the dancer mimicked, her eyes flashing angrily. “Bullshit. You don’t pay twenty bucks for a cigarette unless you want something. So why don’t you come out and ask and stop beating around the bush?”
She took a quick, furious drag, then glanced down at the cigarette. It was already a quarter smoked, half an inch of ash already burned but still clinging precariously to the tip. “Looks like you got about two minutes. Don’t say I ain’t fair.”
Blake realized ruefully that she’d underestimated this woman. Just because she found herself in this career path didn’t mean she wasn’t whip smart. Hell, you kind of had to be to survive. She sensed that anything other than complete honesty would be snuffed out in an instant. But could she risk telling the truth?
Taking another drag on her own cigarette, she played for time she didn’t have. With every puff of smoke that escaped the dancer’s lips, precious seconds were wasted.
So stick or twist?
“You got me,” Blake admitted, concluding that throwing caution to the wind had carried her this far. “You’re right. I’ve got a question for you.”
Tipping her head back and staring up at the night sky, the woman exhaled a long lungful of smoke. “Get on with it, lady.”
“Fine. Is your name Cora Felton?”
The woman’s neck snapped back down, and a pair of suddenly flinty eyes narrowed in on Blake’s own before she cast a quick glance in the direction of the strip club. It was only when she seemed satisfied that nobody was watching that she returned to eyeing up Blake. Her posture subtly shifted—no longer seeming frustrated and angry, but now anxious, her movements jerky and tentative.
Interesting.
“What do you want?” she hissed, feeding the cigarette in between now-taut lips and inhaling fast. “You a cop?”
“No,” Blake replied with a quick shake of her head. “Just a private citizen.”
“Why the hell are you asking about Cora?”
“You know her?”
“Stay away from this,” came the reply as the tip of the dancer’s cigarette glowed a fiery red. It was burning down much quicker now, and Blake’s time with it. “If you’re smart, you’ll listen to me.”
Another anxious glance at the strip club. Blake sensed that the woman’s nerve was failing. She wouldn’t get much out of her if that happened.
“I’ll come clean with you,” Blake said. “I don’t really know what I’m doing here. My brother passed away recently, and I found a hospital bill mixed up with his things. It was for Cora. I’m just trying to find her so I can ask a few questions.”
This provoked a reaction that she hadn’t expected. The dancer’s eyes narrowed. “Your brother. What was he called?”
“Caleb,” she replied, the word once again causing a familiar twinge of pain, dulled but not yet forgotten.
Not ever.
“Look, I’m not after her for money or anything like that,” Blake hastened to add as a procession of emotions caused across the dancer’s face, already swelling from the slap. “I just want to know what was happening with him. Before he passed.”
“I’m Willow,” the woman said, exhaling shakily. She seemed to be shrinking in on herself, to the point where Blake now felt as though she was towering over her. She inhaled one last time, the cigarette’s fire almost at her fingers, then dropped it and killed it under her heel. “Your brother was a good guy.”
“You met him?” Blake asked, her head spinning. What kind of world had Caleb gotten himself mixed up in? A raucous cry rang out from somewhere behind her, a chorus of intoxicated men, but she blocked it out.
“Nothing like that. I just heard Cora talk about him, that’s all. He never wanted nothing from her. First time for everything, you know?” she laughed bitterly.
“You can call me Blake,” she said. “Look, do you know how I can get in touch with Cora? I just have a few questions to ask her.”
Willow shook her head. “I told you, you should stay away from this.”
Another set of whooping cheers sounded. This time they were closer.
“I can’t do that,” Blake replied without looking around. “It wouldn’t be right by Caleb.”
“You look like a tough lady, Blake,” Willow said. She glanced nervously down the street. “But so was your brother. I’m sorry to say it like that, but if you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the hell out of here and never look back. I gotta go. I’m sorry.”
Before she could, Blake reached out and grabbed her forearm, her grip tight but not enough to cause any pain.
“What the hell are you doing?” Willow hissed.
“You know something,” Blake replied, her voice equally low. “I need to know what it is. Just tell me how I can contact Cora, and I’ll keep you out of it. A phone number, an address, anything. Just give me something to work with, and I’ll leave you alone.”
Willow looked at her with shock etched into her face. No, not at Blake.
Behind me.
Blake spun a hundred eighty degrees as a meaty hand fell on her own shoulder and pulled her in the opposite direction. She came face to face with a group of three men, cheeks reddened from alcohol.
“Well, hello,” the leader said. He had long, shaggy black hair and a 5 o’clock shadow. “What are you girls getting into? This some kind of lover’s tiff?”
“Get your hand off me,” Blake said evenly.
“No need to act like a bitch,” he scoffed, looking her up and down and taking in her admittedly boyish clothing. “But then I guess you are a dyke.”
Blake relinquished her grip on Willow’s arm, shame coloring her own cheeks. The girl took a couple of steps away but looked on cautiously instead of turning tail and running.
“I told you to get your hands off me,” she said a second time. “Plenty of girls for you in the club. I’m not one of them.”
“We’ll see about that,” he replied, eyes narrowing. His grip tightened on her shoulder.
A man’s voice bellowed from behind her, from the direction of the Leopard Lounge. “Willow! Fuck are you playing at? You got work to do. Don’t make me drag you back here.”
“So you’re Willow, huh?” the guy said, dragging the tip of his tongue across his lips. “Never had me a Willow.”
Blake felt her pulse slow. She wasn’t scared of this man or his friends. They were sloppy drunks. Unsteady on their feet. Too dumb to realize that rule number one of a strip club was don’t touch the merchandise.
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said.
“Eh?”
Just as he retracted his arm and yanked Blake toward him, she kicked out at his groin, the toe of her boot moving like a flash of lightning. Her aim was true. He doubled over with a grunt of pain and collapsed onto his side, struggling for breath. His face grew even more puce-red than before.
His friends looked at each other with dumb astonishment written on their faces. It took a moment for anger to flourish in its place. Then they surged toward her. Blake drew her arm back, making a tight fist, and rocketed a blow into the guy on the left’s nose. It cracked, and he squealed loudly enough to wake the dead. His hands flew to his face, and he twisted away.
She knew in an instant that he was out of the fight.
Unfortunately for him, his buddy didn’t. The guy lumbered toward her, both hands formed into fists.
“Willow, what the fuck?” the bouncer yelled.
Blake ground her teeth together. Anger flashed inside her at the commotion these idiots had caused. She took a step toward him, narrowing her eyes as he closed the distance, his footsteps heavy. She used his momentum and lashed her leg out a second time, this time using it as a hook and sweeping his standing leg just as the other foot lifted into the air.
He came down with a heavy thud, the back of his head bouncing off the sidewalk. It split open and painted the ground red with blood.
Blake stopped. Her chest heaved from exertion. She saw one man’s back rapidly disappearing into the distance, and two others groaning at her feet. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Footsteps were quickly approaching.
The bouncer was on his way. And Willow knew it.
“Don’t come here again,” she whispered fearfully, already turning, panic on her face. She said something that was lost in the scuffle of her feet, and then, “It’s the last chance.”
Willow didn’t look back as she practically ran back toward the strip club, leaving Blake’s heart racing in her wake. She stole a hurried glance over her shoulder. The bouncer had reached Willow. He peered angrily toward Blake and began lurching toward her.
Time to go.
She turned tail and ran in the direction taken by the guy she’d punched in the nose. She could come back for the car later. Right now, she needed to get out of here. As she ran, Willow’s parting words played over and over in her mind.
“It’s the last chance.”
What the hell does that mean?
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See me when it’s finished.
SPECIAL AGENT NATHAN COOPER’S lips tightened as he saw the message from Captain Richter, his boss, pop up on his phone. Richter had taken a keen interest in Kyle Thompson’s death. Too keen for Nathan’s liking.
“What’s up his ass?” he muttered underneath his breath as he stepped through the entrance to the Monroe County Medical Examiner’s office. It was located with the sheriff’s office in the Public Safety building in Carthage.
The more Nathan turned the question over in his mind, the less he understood. Captain Richter was his boss, but he’d never previously interfered with the running of an investigation. Richter’s background was in the military police. Despite the name, the MPs traditionally didn’t carry out investigations. That was CID’s job.
Good officers knew not to stray too far out of their area of expertise. Nathan rolled his eyes, knowing he’d been led by too few of those over the years. But until this case, Richter had seemed like one of the good ones. He’d satisfied himself with the busywork of running Fort Bragg’s CID detachment rather than trying to Monday morning quarterback individual cases without the requisite investigative experience to be of any use.
What changed?
Nathan didn’t have a clue. As he stopped at reception to sign himself in and request directions to the ME’s lab, he gave up trying to figure it out. Richter was probably just catching flak from somewhere higher up the chain of command and panicking instead of trusting his juniors to solve the case for him.
He let out a sigh. Officers never seemed to understand that investigative work—especially on homicide cases—didn’t run on the Army’s timetable. You couldn’t order them solved. No, cracking serious cases required hour after hour of painstaking police work. And even then, success wasn’t guaranteed.
He knocked on the steel door at the end of the hallway. A plastic plaque just to the right of the doorway read LABORATORY—MEDICAL EXAMINER. He shivered. It was already a couple of degrees colder even out here, and the acrid stink of disinfectant leaked out from underneath the door.
“Enter,” a voice rang out.
Nathan did so and introduced himself to the medical examiner, who was already wearing scrubs, gloves, and a plastic face shield. He was standing by the autopsy table. Kyle Thompson’s body was lying there, naked above the waist. A sheet covered his genitals and the lower half of his body.
“Scott Meyer,” he said by way of introduction, not seeming to feel the need to stand on ceremony. “I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to get a start on things.”
His assistant was similarly attired. She hung at the back of the room arranging various tools and storage containers that would be needed for the procedure.
“No problem,” Nathan said.
He tightened his lips as he saw the state of the victim’s body. If the DNA report confirming the man’s identity hadn’t already come through, he wouldn’t immediately have made the connection between a file photograph of Kyle Thompson and the body lying on the autopsy table. Kyle’s jaw was shattered. The bullet must have ricocheted off the jawbone and traveled upward, taking out much of the right side of his face.
The other entry wound, just above the heart, was cleaner, though no less deadly. Either would have killed him.
Doctor Meyer flicked on a Dictaphone and set it on top of the trolley containing the tools of his trade. Nathan looked studiously away from it. They reminded him of serial killer movies and gave him the creeps.
“The patient is a Caucasian male, age early 30s, presenting with two gunshot wounds. The first entrance wound is in the upper left thorax and measures approximately two inches high and three inches wide.”
He placed a small ruler to the side of the gunshot wound and beckoned his assistant over. She snapped several pictures, then retreated.
Nathan averted his gaze as the medical examiner cracked the victim’s rib cage. A foul smell filled the examination room. Meyer’s voice grew clinical and detached as he dictated his findings. “Trauma to the thorax has resulted in the relation of blood within the plural cavity and is associated with the partial collapse of both lungs.”
There was a clink of metal as Meyer picked up a pair of needle-nose tweezers. “The wound path is left to right, front to back and downward.”
He grunted as he pulled out an object from inside the body. Another metal clink sounded as Meyer dropped a small metallic object into a waiting tray.
“Recovered from the end of the wound path is a moderately deformed, non-jacketed, small-caliber lead bullet.”
Again the assistant came forward and photographed the recovered bullet before placing it on top of a labeled evidence envelope, photographing it again, then sealing it inside.
Meyer moved to the stand by Kyle’s head. “The second gunshot wound has caused severe trauma to the mandible, lower maxillary, and zygomatic bones,” he said, leaning forward and manipulating the wound. “These areas have been entirely shattered, but we can see an exit wound through the occipital bone.”
Nathan clenched his jaw shut and followed the medical examiner’s pointed finger to the back of Kyle Thompson’s skull. A patch of hair had been shaved off, and the exit wound was obvious. “Direction of the wound path is left to right, front to back and downward, matching the initial injury.”
“They were fired from the same weapon?” Nathan asked, just to say something. He had no reason to believe there was a second shooter. Blake hadn’t seen one, and he trusted her recollection.
“I believe that’s highly likely, but it’s a question for ballistics.”
“Cause of death?”
“Tension pneumothorax would be my initial assessment,” Meyer said, raising his eyebrows ruefully as he added, “In layman’s terms, a collapsed lung caused by a gunshot to the upper left chest. The facial injury was disfiguring, but not immediately lethal.”
Nathan scribbled down a note. It was nothing he hadn’t already suspected. “Thanks, Doc,” he muttered.
“Any other questions?” Meyer asked. “I’m guessing you don’t want to stick around for a time of death?”
“If I have any, I’ll let you know,” Nathan replied. He tried to grin, but the smell caused his face to pucker up. “And no, we’ve got a pretty good handle on that.”
He raised his hand to shake Meyer’s, then dropped it awkwardly back to his side as he saw the ME’s bloodied, gloved hands. He gratefully made his departure and drove back to Fort Bragg.
Captain Richter didn’t keep him waiting. As soon as Nathan entered the officer’s office, he raised his eyebrow and barked, “So?”
Nathan relayed the cause of death. He grimaced. “We didn’t learn anything we didn’t already know. Two gunshots. Cause of death was a collapsed lung. Probably fired from the same weapon.”
“Any other leads?”
“There was no sign of a cell phone in his car. I searched his home myself. It wasn’t there either. It last pinged a cell tower about thirty seconds after Larsen’s 911 call.”
Richter stood up and turned away from his desk. He seemed to be studying a row of framed photographs behind it, paying particular attention to just one of them. “The killer took it.”
Nathan nodded. He narrowed his gaze in an attempt to see what the officer was looking at. It was a photo of Richter himself wearing a desert tan utility uniform. Wherever he was, it looked hot and dry. He wondered why that image had drawn the man’s attention.
“Yes, sir. I think that’s likely. I think it’s a dead end. His place was clean, too. Nothing to suggest why he was killed. Beyond that, I’m waiting for a report from ballistics on the bullet recovered from Thompson’s seatback. I’ve put a rush on it.”
“Inform me the moment you have something. That will be all.”

“IT WAS HER.”
Darryl Hansen looked up from his iPad. He set the device down on the booth table and looked up to see his second-in-command, Brody Conner, standing just a few feet away. He resisted the urge to shiver. Conner was one of the finest killers the US Army had ever trained. So was Darryl himself, but even he had to admit that Conner was better.
Even if he wouldn’t do so out loud.
“Then we have a problem,” Darryl said. “You’re certain?”
“I showed the bouncer her photo. He said he was seventy percent sure it was the same person. It was definitely a woman, and one with skills. She laid out two guys who each had a foot on her and broke the nose of the third. That’s a match for Blake Larsen. She’s ex-CID. Protective detail training, two shootings in the line of duty. I think it’s her.”
“What about the girl?” Darryl asked. “What was her name?”
“Willow. She’s not talking,” Conner said without displaying a flicker of emotion. “Yet.”
“Make sure that she does.”
Conner inclined his head. “And after?”
He thought for a moment. “She’s done here. Give her to Trevor. Tell him to work her for as long as he can, then get rid of her.”
“What do you want to do about this Larsen bitch? How did she know about this place? You think her brother told her something?”
Darryl glanced around the interior of the Leopard Lounge. It was the first establishment he’d purchased with the proceeds of the spoils he’d brought back from his deployments. He surveyed it with a critical eye. It smelled of spilled beer and body odor, but he had a soft spot for the place. He had others, almost a dozen of them spread across Monroe and neighboring counties. But this was the first.
In six months, it would only be a rounding error compared with the rest of his wealth. The weekend’s shipment was to be on a scale larger than anything he’d attempted before. The new distribution channels would suck it up and come begging for more. And he would deliver. A year from now, he would own the entire East Coast.
These were just growing pains. Natural. But they had to be treated.
“I don’t think so,” he finally said. “But it’s like you said. She was CID for over a decade. That fuckup getting plugged outside her front door would have intrigued anyone. Now she’s digging in the wrong places.”
“I had to put him down,” Conner said. “He knew too much.”
“I know. He was weak. But now it’s messy. Our new partners won’t thank us if we attract too much attention.”
Conner stayed silent. His face was impassive. There was no emotion behind those eyes. Again Darryl resisted the urge to shiver. Conner was the kind of man you needed at your side in this line of work.
You just didn’t want him behind you.
“Do you have a throwaway?” he asked.
Right now, he needed plausible deniability. He wished that his lieutenant had killed Blake Larsen when he’d had the chance. It would have been cleaner. They could have passed it off as a quarrel between lovers. But he understood why Conner had refrained.
If she’d pulled the trigger a few nights earlier, Blake could have killed the man standing opposite him, or worse, left his blood—and DNA—splattered all over the sidewalk. That would been a far greater problem than losing a foot soldier. After all, that was what they were for. Men like Conner were far harder to replace.
Conner nodded. “He’s strung out, but he’s killed before.”
“And he can’t be traced back to us?”
“I’ve made sure of it.”
“Then set it up.”
“Sir.” Conner inclined his head but lingered, as if there was something else on his mind.
“What is it?”
“The girl.”
“Willow?”
“Cora. We can’t keep her in the basement forever.”
Darryl sharpened his gaze. A flicker of irritation spasmed on his cheek. Conner was overstepping. Cora’s fate was his to decide, and his alone. And he wasn’t yet ready. “We?”
“I only meant—”
“Do you know what an object lesson is, Conner?”
“Yes.”
“Good. And do you think any of the others will step out of line, knowing that she’s down there?”
“I—”
“That was a rhetorical question. Now get out.”
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“Blake?”
The sound of her name pulled Blake out of her reverie. All day she’d toyed with Willow’s parting words—“It’s the last chance”—without teasing out her meaning. She was no closer now than when she woke up.
She blinked and found herself staring at the blank, dark screen of her cell phone, the base of which was resting on the surface of the booth table in front of her. Embarrassed that she’d been caught so obviously daydreaming, she jerked her gaze quickly to her right.
Only to flinch and exclaim, “Jeez!”
As she leaned back, the pistol in her shoulder holster dug into the left side of her rib cage. She’d taken to carrying it ever since the shootout outside her home. The reassurance it gave her was worth the price of the discomfort.
“You can call him Axe,” the man to her side explained, ruffling his fingers through the fur on top of the enormous black Alsatian’s head. The dog had raised himself up onto his massive front paws, now resting on the edge of the seat beside her, and was busying himself sniffing the air intently.
“Sorry,” Blake replied, her heart seeming to have lodged itself somewhere toward the top of her windpipe. She rose, still warily keeping her attention on Axe, who began backing out before entering the booth on all fours, his tail batting left and right as he proceeded to inspect the remainder of his surroundings. “You startled me, that’s all.”
She rose, finally realizing as her heart stopped racing that this had to be Ryan, Caleb’s one-time squadmate and the guy Marci had told her might know something about what had happened to him. She appraised him quickly. He was tall and handsome and moved with a bearing that suggested he knew both things were true.
“You’re not afraid of dogs, are you?” Ryan asked. “Don’t worry, he won’t hurt a fly.”
“No, no, it’s fine,” Blake said fervently, feeling the heat of embarrassment coloring her cheeks at the way she’d responded. “He made me jump, that’s all.”
“That’s good.” Ryan grinned, gingerly edging himself around the booth. Blake realized for the first time that he was holding a cane. It was a varnished hardwood, polished to the point that it practically glowed. “Because I lied.”
“Lied…” Blake ventured. “How, exactly?”
“If you lunged at me, he’d probably rip your throat out,” Ryan said with a smile on his face that Blake wasn’t certain she could read. Was he being serious, was he joking? She couldn’t tell.
“I bought him for my girlfriend. My ex-girlfriend,” he clarified. “She didn’t like going out running at night, and I didn’t like the idea of her going out without a gun. Least, not where we used to live. So we compromised.”
Blake raised an eyebrow. “Scary dog privilege?”
Ryan let out a laugh that made his entire face light up. “Something like that. Hey, I like that term. You mind if I steal it?”
“Be my guest,” Blake replied. She stuck out her hand in greeting. “Blake Larsen. I guess you already know that. Thanks for coming to meet me like this. I know my message must have come out of the blue.”
Their hands met, and Blake’s was swallowed in Ryan’s warm, firm grip. She flinched at the touch, which provoked a storm of emotion and anticipation that she wasn’t prepared to process right now.
“No problem. I’m glad you texted me this morning,” Ryan replied as he returned the favor, holding up his cane in his free hand. “Ryan. Walker. Ironic, huh?”
Blake grimaced in sympathy, glad of an opportunity to disguise the warmth building on her cheeks. “How bad is it?”
“Well…” Ryan replied thoughtfully. “Left feet are like kidneys, right? You only need one.”
“Shit. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. I figured, well I don’t know what I figured, actually. Something else. Maybe you blew out your knee. Oh God, why am I still talking?”
Her face flushing a bright red, she wished that the earth beneath her would swallow her up. When she finally dared to look up at Ryan’s face, she was surprised to see that he was grinning.
Broadly.
“Don’t worry,” he replied, just barely stifling a laugh. “I’ve heard it all before. You have to have a thick skin in my line of work. Well, my old job, anyway. You know what my buddies sent to the hospital for me?”
Blake shook her head, not yet trusting her capacity for returning to actual conversation. Especially not fluent conversation.
“A pair of running shoes,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “Odd ones. Both for the left foot. Assholes.”
She could tell by the mirth in his eyes that he meant no malice. “I mean, it’s kind of funny…”
“Maybe when you’re not lying in a hospital bed in Germany,” he agreed with a wry shake of his head. “Anyway, they also bought me this cane, which was a darn sight more useful.”
He pursed his lips and emitted a low whistle. “Axe, do your thing.”
As Blake watched, a black, wet nose emerged from underneath the table and hovered above the opposite dark-leather seats. Ryan turned his cane sideways, and the dog carefully took it into his mouth before backing slowly and gently away. As he did so, Blake felt his tail brush against her legs.
She narrowed her eyes curiously as Ryan held his hand up to forestall the waitress, who was approaching their table. Blake looked down and watched as Axe backed carefully out from underneath the booth, his tail wagging slowly from side to side almost as if to indicate he had his full concentration on the task. A couple of seconds later, he emerged completely, the cane held horizontally in his jaw.
Both Blake and the waitress continued watching almost open-mouthed as the dog rotated his head diagonally so that the tip of the cane rested on the floor and the handle found a spot resting against the booth itself. He nudged it several times until the cane rested neatly at Ryan’s side.
“He likes to feel helpful,” Ryan said, ruffling Axe’s ears affectionately as the dog took its place at his side. “Good boy.”
“Impressive,” Blake said, shaking her head with genuine appreciation. “That’s one smart canine.”
Finally, the waitress approached. “Can I get y’all anything to start with?” she asked. “The Buffalo wings are real good at the moment.”
“Definitely,” Ryan said, almost before the woman was finished speaking. “And a beer for me. Nothing fancy. I’m a simple guy.”
He winked at her, and she flushed. Literally. Her cheeks went red, and the hand holding her pad came reflexively toward her mouth before she remembered where she was. Blake forced herself not to roll her eyes. Ryan was a charming guy—and he knew it.
Just as long as you don’t try that on me.
He looked over at Blake. “Will you join me? I just got off my pain meds yesterday. I haven’t had a beer in months. Actually, that’s a lie. I had one about six weeks ago but couldn’t keep it down.”
Blake hesitated for a second before holding up two fingers. The question was whether she could control her drinking, not ditch it entirely. Tonight could serve as a useful test.
“One for me as well,” she said.
“Anything else?” the server asked.
“That’s just fine for now,” Blake said. “Thanks.”
The pair of them traded small talk until the drinks arrived. Ryan closed his eyes as he lifted the pint glass to his lips, holding it there for a couple of seconds almost as though he was savoring the mere idea of his first sip. He didn’t speak as he took his first mouthful, but the sigh of satisfaction he released spoke a thousand words.
“As good as you remembered?” Blake asked, taking a wary sip of her own. It was liquor, not the amber liquid now sitting in front of her that had been her primary poison—but it was still alcohol. To her surprise, as it slipped down, there was no sudden hit of pleasure. No sense of needing more.
It was a step forward. But she wondered if she’d just traded a new addiction for an old one. Losing yourself in a convoluted investigation was just as good a way of hiding from your feelings as the bottle.
Ask me how I know…
“Better,” he groaned. “A hundred times better. It’s probably going to sound crazy, but I’ve been dreaming of that for months.”
“Doesn’t sound crazy at all,” Blake replied, realizing as she did so that this was about the first normal conversation she’d had with anyone in weeks. Longer than that, maybe. It wasn’t until right this moment that she realized exactly how hard a shell she’d erected around herself.
“You think losing a limb is the hard part,” Ryan remarked conversationally, taking another swig before setting his glass down on the coaster. “Nah, that’s easy. Something goes bang, and the next thing you know you’re lying on your back staring up at the sky holding what’s left of your foot. The hard part comes later. Physical therapy, teaching yourself how to drive again, paperwork…”
He groaned theatrically.
“Oh, the paperwork. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever see the end of it. Anyway, enough about me,” he said, growing more serious. “You wanted to talk about your brother, right?”
“Yeah,” she said, feeling a flash of guilt that she didn’t really want to talk about Caleb anymore. Just once she wished she could just forget about what had happened to him. To go on living her life.
But that wasn’t possible. That world was gone.
“He was a good guy, you know?” Ryan said pensively, leaning forward and closing his fingers around his beer glass as he spoke. “A great guy. I’m sorry I didn’t reach out when I heard what happened. I was dealing with some shit, but I should’ve done that. He would’ve in my shoes.”
“Shoe,” Blake said with a grin.
“Touché,” Ryan said. He shot her the kind of look he’d tried with the server, but she batted it away.
“You were in the hospital, right?” she replied, quickly reframing and working the timeframe out in her head. “Can’t blame you for that.”
“I was. But I had a whole lot of time on my hands. Too many hours in the day when you can’t go for a walk or go to the store just to clear your head. Anyway, what was it you wanted to talk about? I’m all yours. Fire away.”
Blake paused as the waitress returned with a wooden board loaded up with Buffalo wings, fries, celery sticks, and pots of hot sauce and blue cheese dip. It smelled just as divine as she had promised.
“Can I get you anything else?” she asked.
They both declined, and she walked away.
Blake picked up a wing, mostly to stall for time. It was scalding to the touch, fresh out of the fryer. She nibbled cautiously around the edges, barely tasting the meat as she swallowed quickly enough to avoid burning her tongue. She was aware of an expectant silence building between them as Ryan dipped a wing of his own in a pot of sauce. She glanced at him and got the sense that he was studiously avoiding looking in her direction.
Was he trying to duck an awkward situation? Or was he instead simply trying to give her the space she needed to tackle this on her own?
Blake decided it was the latter. Awkward wasn’t exactly the vibe she got from Ryan Walker. No, he had a confidence bordering on arrogance. Maybe you needed that kind of delusional self-belief to succeed in Special Forces.
“We don’t have to talk about him, if you don’t want,” Ryan finally offered. “I know it’s hard.”
“I have to.”
Another silence. This time shorter. Blake forced herself not to allow it to develop. “I need to ask you a few things about Caleb,” she said, this time looking at the tray of wings herself. “About what he was like before he died. Whether there was anything on his mind, stuff like that.”
She couldn’t bring herself to mention the drugs that had been detected in Caleb’s system. Would Ryan already know? Was that kind of thing common knowledge on base? God, did Caleb’s old buddies think he was some kind of strung-out addict?
Ryan spoke, interrupting the negative spiral that she was diving into. “We were in the same ODA until a year ago,” he said. “Did one tour in Afghanistan. Then I got switched out to fill a hole in another unit that was light on engineers.”
An ODA, Blake knew well, stood for Operational Detachment Alpha—the twelve-man unit that was the basic building block of the Green Berets.
“But I served alongside your brother for almost two years before that,” Ryan said, setting a half-eaten wing down on the plate in front of them as though he was almost embarrassed to be eating it while engaged in a conversation of this nature. “He was a great guy. Never shirked from danger. Always willing to put himself in harm’s way if that’s what it took to get the job done. Never saw him without a smile on his lips, either.”
Blake always had trouble picturing her mild-mannered, good-natured brother as the highly trained Special Forces warrior the Army had molded him into. Even hearing it directly from Ryan didn’t help.
“Do you think he ever suffered from depression?”
Instead of answering instantly, Ryan subtly shifted back on his seat and adopted a thoughtful posture. His eyes clouded over, almost as if he was casting himself back in time. He didn’t speak for a long while.
“If he did, he hid it well from me. Sometimes you get a sense from a man that there’s something darker going on beneath the surface. Especially in our field. Your brain gets jangled after a while from all the explosions, the breaching charges, the grenades—you know how it is.”
Blake didn’t know, but she’d spent enough dark nights imagining. She nodded.
“But I never got that vibe from Caleb,” Ryan added. “He was who he was. I deployed again four months later, so the last time I saw him was a ways back now. But I never picked up any unusual signs from him.”
It was nothing that Blake hadn’t expected him to say, but actually hearing it made the next question even more difficult. She reached for her glass and took a swig of the now-warm beer, wishing it was something stronger.
“What about drugs?” she asked bluntly.
Ryan looked up sharply, a questioning look on his face. “Why do you ask?”
“Just answer the question. Please,” Blake said imploringly.
“He never touched that stuff, not as far as I know,” Ryan said firmly. “It floats around in the wrong circles; that’s the Army’s dirty little secret. Even more so in Special Forces. Hell, they don’t do much to stamp it out. But I never saw Caleb hang out with that crowd. He never would. I’m sure of it.”
He opened his mouth as if to ask a question, but Blake held up a finger, a question prompted by what he’d just said.
“You’re saying there are Green Berets going around shooting up?”
Ryan pursed his lips. He answered with a question of his own. “You’re in CID, right? Caleb told me that once.”
“I was,” she replied. “But I’m out.”
“Still, you must have heard rumors.”
“It wasn’t my beat,” she said, shaking her head. “My job was to investigate violent crime, murders, that kind of thing. And I never came across a case involving Special Forces.”
“Because they get hushed up,” Ryan said with a sour look on his face. “The Army spends what, three, four million bucks training someone like me up? If I get caught snorting a line of coke, you think anyone wants to write off an investment like that? Hell no. They prefer to brush it under the carpet. At least until the problem gets too big to ignore.”
“You’re saying it’s widespread?” Blake asked, her investigative instincts taking over.
“I’m saying the human body isn’t designed to do the kind of things the Army asks us to do on a daily basis. And I’m not talking about stepping on an IED. I’m talking about pushing yourself to the wall, then doing it all over again the next day, week after week, week after year. The higher-ups think it weeds out the weak, those who can’t cope. Maybe it does, I don’t know.”
He took a gulp of beer and almost angrily finished off the rest of the wing. “So if some guys decide the only way to keep up is to start taking steroids, can you blame them?”
Blake kept quiet, wishing she had a notebook to write all this down.
“But the ‘roids get you all jacked up, so then you’ve got to find something to take the edge off. Diazepam, Valium, whatever. Some dudes knock that shit back like candy, ‘roids or no. Men aren’t meant to go over there tour after tour doing God-knows-what to God-knows-who and come back without shit going on in their heads.”
“And then it’s a slippery slope to harder stuff?” Blake asked.
“I guess. If you’re taking a pill to calm you down, why not drop one in a club after you rotate back stateside?” Ryan said rhetorically. “When you’ve been in combat, sometimes it’s hard to feel a rush doing anything else. Chemicals fill in the gaps in the mortar in what’s left of your brain.”
“And the Army doesn’t test you guys?”
“I’m out, just like you,” Ryan said, raising his now-empty glass ceremonially to the ceiling. “I was always clean, but I never got tested. Nobody knew for sure. Like I said before, if you don’t know you got a problem, you don’t have to deal with it. That’s the kind of clean that Big Army likes.”
“And how big a problem does the Army have?” Blake said. “Ballpark.”
“Steroids, other performance-enhancing drugs, maybe 10, 15 percent. The other stuff is much lower than that. But you know what they say about apples…”
Blake shook her head.
“One bad one spoils the whole bunch.”
Ryan fell silent for a while. Blake was grateful for a moment to compose her thoughts. The knowledge that he doubted Caleb had gotten hooked was one thing—but learning that her brother’s unit had a not-insignificant problem with narcotics lined up a whole other avenue of investigation entirely. Her mind swirled at the implications.
Seeming to have finally dealt with his train of thought, Ryan leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “Why are you asking me about this stuff, anyway?”
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“Can I get you all anything else to eat or drink?”
Blake almost flinched at the waitress’ sudden, unexpected appearance. Her stomach was wound too tight to finish the wings, let alone anything else. She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”
“Me either,” Ryan agreed, his gaze focused strangely intently on Blake. “But I could use another beer.”
Blake shook her head. “I have to drive home.”
Ryan quickly cut across. “How about we share an Uber?”
Blake’s instinctive response was to say no. She’d opened Pandora’s box by reaching out to Ryan and arranging this conversation. She hadn’t spoken to anyone about this stuff—particularly her emotions—since Caleb passed. She knew it wasn’t healthy, but it was the way she’d always been wired.
Ryan seemed nice. Trustworthy. And if she wasn’t completely mistaken, he seemed…kinda interested in her. But that was a complication she definitely did not need in her life right now. And even if she did, the last person she would pick was another vet. Her own hangups were more than enough to be dealing with.
But what she did need was more info. And he was the only one who could provide it.
“Okay, I’ll have one more,” she finally agreed, running her finger down the list and selecting a weak brew. She didn’t feel the urge to end the night with bourbon, but there was no sense tempting fate. “As long as Axe here is allowed in the car.”
“He’s a registered service dog.” Ryan grinned, his smile so broad she half-wondered whether he was faking it to put her at ease. “I have the certificate back home to prove it. Told you he was a smart pup. Picked it up in no time.”
He turned to the waitress. “We’ll take two of those.”
“Coming right up.”
“The cops found Caleb’s body hanging from a beam in the garage, did you know that?” she asked as the waitress walked back toward the bar, scribbling the order into her pad.
Ryan matched her gaze, all mirth immediately vanishing from his face. “I heard.”
“It took months for the tox screen to come back, but they found traces of meth and opiates in his bloodstream when they did.”
“Bullshit,” Ryan snapped. “Caleb never touched that shit.”
Blake was almost rocked backward by the force of his response.
“Are you sure you would have known?” she asked, slipping into her investigator’s guise, which felt as comfortable as it always had. “You said it yourself, they rotated you away from his ODA. You didn’t see him much in the last year.”
“I knew who he was,” Ryan said, the fierce intensity still crackling behind his dark eyes, as if he’d taken the information as a personal insult. “It’s like I told you, the Caleb I knew never would have touched that stuff.”
“I don’t think so either,” Blake admitted softly.
She paused for a moment, measuring her next words. Ryan gave off good vibes, but she wasn’t sure she could trust him with what she wanted to say next. It was the fact that he’d been Caleb’s friend that clinched it. Her brother always had good instincts.
The waitress returned with two fresh mugs of beer and cleared away the empty glasses. Blake reached for her fresh glass gratefully, lifting it to her lips and draining almost a quarter of the foamy liquid in one gulp.
"I couldn't sleep last night," she said. "So I went back and read the autopsy report.”
“That doesn’t sound healthy,” Ryan interjected. “But go on.”
“Probably not,” she laughed darkly. “It’s been that kind of week. But here’s the thing: They only found one needle mark on his entire body. Nothing underneath his fingernails or along the femoral veins where it could have been easily hidden underneath his uniform. No signs of corrosion on his teeth and gums from the meth, either.”
Ryan straightened, all traces of his earlier anger disappearing and being replaced by an intense alertness. He spoke matter-of-factly. “You’re saying somebody killed him.”
“I think it’s possible,” Blake agreed, feeling a sudden rush of blood to her head, a light-headedness that came from finally speaking those words out loud.
“I called him every week. I never got a hint that he was depressed. Neither did you. That’s not concrete, but it’s something. If he was really taking drugs, then the lack of physiological evidence suggests he had to be shooting up medical-grade narcotics through sterile needles. Does that sound like any junkie you’ve ever met?”
Ryan shook his head somberly. “It does not.”
They lapsed into silence, drawing big gulps from their beer glasses as though they expected to find either solace or an answer at the bottom.
“Then what do we do?” Ryan asked suddenly. At his side, Axe looked up, lazily blinked one eye after the other, then lay back down, squirming until he got comfortable.
“What do you mean we?” Blake replied.
“Caleb was my brother, not just my friend,” Ryan said, his jaw set. He reached absent-mindedly for his cane, and his knuckles turned white as he clutched its handle. “If somebody killed him, I won’t just let that stand.”
“Even if he did something worth being killed over?” Blake asked, for the first time voicing the fear that had dogged her for days: that she would solve Caleb’s murder only to learn he was guilty of some far greater crime. She’d loved her brother. She’d trusted him. But Kyle Thompson’s tragic end proved that good people could still take the wrong turning in life.
Ryan paused thoughtfully and steepled his fingers.
“I’ve done my share of killing,” he said. “Enough to know it’s not the answer. No matter the crime. That’s why we have judges and laws and courts.”
Tears prickled the corners of her eyes. “And if he deserved it?”
“Same difference,” Ryan said firmly. “Whoever killed him, that wasn’t their decision to make. Besides, Caleb saved my life more times than I can remember. I owe him to find out the truth.”
Blake arched an eyebrow. “You ever save his?”
He glowered back at her. “That’s not the point.”
“Besides,” Blake hastened to add, “I don’t know what help you can give.”
“What leads are you chasing down?”
Blake didn’t say anything in response. Strangely, she felt protective over her investigation, which went against everything she’d ever been taught. Most any case needed more than one set of eyes looking at it. A good pair of investigators each brought their own strengths to the table—and covered each other’s weaknesses too.
But somehow this one felt different. Caleb had been her brother. Maybe allowing someone else in felt like giving away what little control she had left.
You’ve been reading too much Freud, she thought darkly. Or not enough.
“Let me think about it,” she said finally. “That’s my final offer.”
“Fine,” Ryan said, abruptly picking up his glass and throwing back the final third of his beer. He seemed frustrated by her answer but not enough to push her further and risk a more final response. “What’s your address? I’ll call a car.”
Surprised by the sudden turn in the weather between them, Blake told him. Axe sat back up and yawned deeply, his tongue curling as he did so. He cocked his head back and glanced at Ryan’s cane, then turned back forward, as if satisfied now that he knew it was still there.
The Uber took about ten minutes to arrive. They sat in near silence for most of it, broken only by a brief argument over who would pay the bill. Ryan triumphed, despite Blake’s increasingly fervent protestations.
Once the car arrived, they walked over to it. Blake glanced down once at Ryan’s prosthetic foot, which was an impressive piece of mechanical engineering clothed in a Nike running sneaker. It was mounted about halfway up his shin. He walked with a surprisingly bouncy step, as though the suspension in the replacement foot was throwing off his usual instincts, but matched her pace easily.
“I just use the cane going down steps,” he explained. “Or when the ground’s slippery. I won’t need it forever.”
Blake climbed in through the left-hand door, and Ryan and Axe copied her on the right. The dog grumbled as Ryan attempted to get him to sit in the footwell, and eventually took matters into his own paws by stealing the right-hand passenger seat and forcing Ryan into the middle. The Uber driver snatched several cautious glances in his rear mirror as he pulled out of the parking lot, clearly nervous about the oversized animal behind him.
“Don’t worry, he’s friendly,” Ryan assured the man.
So you keep saying, Blake thought. Scary dog privilege is right.
The drive back to her place didn’t take long. A couple of times, Ryan’s knee slunk over toward hers. Blake side-eyed it, her breath catching each time a flash of warmth coursed through her pants where their legs met. She didn’t do anything to stop him.
The third time, Ryan looked down and laughed. Matching her gaze without blinking, he said. “Sorry. I’m manspreading.”
It was plausible deniability, she thought. For both of them. He still didn’t move his knee away.
The Uber driver slowed half a dozen houses too early, but Blake didn’t bother correcting him. Her right thigh was tight and felt like it was on the edge of cramping up. A little walk might do it some good, not to mention her swirling thoughts.
Blake turned in her seat and looked at Ryan, who seemed to be fiddling with the clasp that attached his prosthetic to his shin. He had a strained expression, as if it was causing him more discomfort than he let on.
She said, “Thanks for meeting me tonight. I appreciate it.”
“Anytime,” Ryan said before fixing her with a direct stare. “But don’t forget to call, okay?”
Blake nodded instead of saying I’ll think about it.
After all, it was the truth. She intended to give it some thought. Ryan was a good guy, and he clearly wanted to help. Logically speaking, she needed that help. Whatever was standing in the way was her own private shit that she needed to solve.
She opened the car door and swung her legs out. The winter cold bit at her exposed skin, and she pulled her jacket tighter around her body. Before she closed the door behind her, Axe scrabbled upright and let out a single, gruff bark that seemed to echo out from the center of his belly.
“That means he likes you,” Ryan said, a ghost of a smile on his lips.
Blake raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”
“Oh yeah.” Ryan nodded. “Don’t worry. He’s got great taste.”
“Thanks for the pep talk,” she muttered to herself as she closed the door behind her. The car didn’t move, presumably as Ryan confirmed his address with the driver, but she started walking toward her house anyway.
Though the beers had been strong, her head felt surprisingly clear. She was glad of that. She had no intention of giving up alcohol entirely, but cutting back from her earlier levels of indulgence was undoubtedly necessary. She smiled as she remembered a Simpsons quote that, as usual, summed up her thoughts pithily.
Alcohol, the cause of—and solution to—all of life’s problems.
Perhaps it was because of that fact that she noticed the slight movement up ahead. As she reached the halfway point to her house, she noticed what looked like a figure stepping out of the bushes up ahead.
“That damn streetlight,” she said quietly to herself as she squinted her eyes to better make out what she was looking at. Behind her, the Uber—a hybrid—made a telltale whine as the driver finally stepped on the gas. Or whatever it was powered by.
As it moved, the beam of the headlights rocked up and illuminated a tall, startlingly skinny man up ahead. He was wearing a tatty, stained light-brown leather jacket that was at least two sizes too big for him. She wondered whether he’d bought it that way or whether he’d shrunk and it had stayed the same.
Her fingertips itched, and she moved her right hand slowly toward the holstered pistol but didn’t yet move to draw it. You couldn’t go around pulling a gun on every sketchy-looking dude who walked down the street.
Which was a shame, Blake thought. Maybe that was what the world needed.
“What’s your name?” the man hollered as he stepped out onto the path. His eyes were wide as saucers, and he had both hands thrust into the pockets of his jacket. As she watched, a muscle on his face twitched violently.
Definitely bad vibes.
Blake turned and glanced over her shoulder, acting as though she thought he was talking to somebody else. As she did so, she let her hand drift into the left side of her jacket and unclip the holster. With her body still turned, she drew it and quickly slid it into her jacket pocket.
“Who’s asking?”
“I need your name, lady,” the guy called out, taking a step forward as he did so. “I got a…”
He stopped, as though he had forgotten what he was trying to say, then continued, his face lighting up, “—a package. Can’t go handing it out to just anybody, right?”
“Right,” Blake agreed easily, slowing her pace as she approached him. He was now about a dozen steps away. She couldn’t get to her house without passing him, and she definitely didn’t want to turn her back to the man. Despite her calm outward demeanor, her pulse was racing.
What the hell was this guy doing here? He definitely wasn’t carrying a package, not that any reputable delivery agency would hire an individual with such a distinctive personal aroma—no matter how tight the labor market was right now.
“What’s the name on the package?” Blake said. “I’m not expecting anything, but maybe I can help you find one of my neighbors.”
“Do you live in that house?” the man asked, twisting and stabbing the finger of his left hand at the home that Blake did in fact reside in.
Well, that’s definitely not good.
“Nope,” she lied. “But I know the woman who does. If she isn’t in, I can sign for the parcel on her behalf. Will that work?”
The supposed delivery driver—who didn’t have his own van, she was fully aware—looked lost. He squinted in Blake’s direction, struggling as badly as she was from the absence of streetlight.
As he did so, she thought fast. First, it didn’t take an experienced investigator to know that there was something deeply wrong with the situation. Second, he’d pointed with his left hand. That either indicated he was one of the ten percent of the population who was left-handed…
Or he’s holding something in his right.
And Blake had a bad feeling about what that might be.
The man took several steps forward, closing the distance between them. Blake thought about retreating, but instead steadied her grip on her own weapon. She was out of practice, but she still trusted herself to draw it faster than the guy opposite, who she was increasingly sure was a junkie.
“Can I help you?” she said firmly.
“Don’t fucking lie to me!” he snarled, his expression changing in an instant from suspicion to outright rage. He surged toward her with shocking, unexpected speed, narrowing the gap between the two of them to an arm’s length in a matter of seconds.
“Shit,” Blake said, taking an urgent step back and drawing her pistol in the same movement. The hammer caught against the pocket lining, costing her a precious half-second as she twisted the weapon to free it.
As she did so, her attacker—he wasn’t exactly being subtle about it now—drew a knife from his pocket. Blake’s gaze fixated on the deadly blade. It was six or seven inches long, curved on one side and mostly straight on the other. It looked like a KA-BAR.
But it didn’t matter what it was, Blake knew as she backpedaled quickly, adrenaline narrowing her vision and choking off her lungs even as it flooded her muscles with fresh energy. You didn’t want to get into close combat with somebody wielding a knife, not even when you had a gun.
The man slashed wildly left and right, charging toward her with frightening speed, not allowing her the space to get off a shot. He was too close for her to bring up her gun without risking getting cut by his superior wingspan.
She was shocked by how fast this was happening. It was as though he was possessed by some kind of demonic energy.
“Fucking bitch!” he spat as he slashed once again, this time nicking the fleshy part underneath her left hand, which was gripping the base of her pistol. It drew blood, which hit the sidewalk underneath her with an audible splatter. Strangely, she felt no pain.
A chill ran through Blake as she instantly understood that if she didn’t do something fast, she was going to die.
She wheeled backward, not able to spare a glance at where she was going. She fired once, but as she struggled to keep her balance, her aim was too low, and the round buried itself harmlessly in the grass behind her onrushing attacker.
The roar of the gunshot did nothing to deter him. He was too enraged, probably too doped up on his narcotic of choice to even hear it.
“Crap!”
Another slash. This time the wickedly sharp blade bit into the sleeve of her jacket. Again she felt no pain, only the cold kiss of metal against her skin. The grip of her pistol was now slippery with her own blood.
She fired again. Another miss.
Still backpedalling fast, this time Blake’s luck ran out. The back of her left foot hit something hard, and she tripped, toppling backward so fast the weapon slipped from her slick fingers and went skidding across the sidewalk and out of reach.
As she watched it disappear under a nearby parked car, her stomach twisted into a knot of terror.
She was screwed.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of metal as her attacker slashed violently into the space that she’d only just occupied. It would have been a killing blow.
And then she heard something else entirely, a sound that was so alien she almost struggled to process it.
It was a growl.
As she attempted to scramble backward across the wet grass on the verge behind her, Blake suddenly stopped, watching in sheer amazement as a dark missile barrelled out of the darkness behind the man with the knife and lunged at his left heel, his powerful jaw closing around the man’s Achilles tendon, his momentum swinging him around in mid-air as his jaw locked on tight.
Axe!
The junkie shrieked in agony, dropping to one knee and staggering from the sudden, unexpected attack. But somehow even as he did so, he kept lunging toward Blake, as if killing her was the only thought on his mind.
“Axe, drop!” Ryan roared. “You, stay right the fuck where you are and toss that knife. You won’t get a second chance.”
At the sound of Ryan’s voice, two things happened at once. First, Axe obediently released his bite and backed away from his prey, saliva mixed with blood flowing foamily from the sides of his lips, his hackles raised angrily.
Second, the attacker wheeled around, somehow rising above what had to be almost crippling pain and lunged toward this fresh sound.
It was the wrong move. It likely would have been even if his injured foot hadn’t given way, stealing his momentum. When it did, his fate was sealed.
Ryan was holding on to his cane with his left hand, his prosthetic foot for some strange reason completely absent. But the gun in his right barked twice, the flash each time briefly lighting up the darkness before the rounds buried themselves in the attacker’s chest. Amazingly, Axe barely flinched at the sound of the gunshots.
The man’s forward momentum slowed, then stopped. He swayed in midair, the knife falling from now nerveless fingers. He remained like that for a couple of long moments, then collapsed to the ground.
Blake looked up at Ryan, scarcely able to believe that she was somehow, miraculously still alive.
“Are you hurt?” he asked, hobbling over to her, stopping only long enough to sweep the bottom of his cane down hard like a hockey shot to send the bloodied knife skidding off into the darkness.
Blake looked down at the cuts on her forearm and left hand. The first was merely a nick, though the one on her hand was half an inch deep. Despite the fact that it had pulled wide apart, she couldn’t see any tendons or bone underneath. Still, it hurt like a bitch. Thankfully, the forearm wound was only a scratch.
Ryan reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out his phone, and dialed 911. He relayed a few terse details about the location and what had just happened, then killed the call.
“Are you okay?” he repeated, looking down at her with evident concern in his eyes.
“I’m fine,” she panted, her chest rising and falling hard. She struggled upright, her eyes drifting as she did so to the body now lying motionless on the ground.
“Thank God. Who the hell was that?”
Blake looked at the face of the man who had just tried to end her life. She was sure she’d never seen him before in her life. “I have no idea,” she said honestly.
“Well, that’s just great,” he muttered.
“Thanks for coming back for me,” she said, starting to shiver as the magnitude of what had just happened hit home.
As she sat on the ground, her eyeline was directly in view of where Ryan’s foot…should have been. As the adrenaline faded from her body, leaving her light-headed and woozy, she began to laugh.
Ryan looked down, smiling ruefully as he saw the source of her amusement.
“Jackass drove away with my foot,” he said, shaking his head ruefully as he looked out in the darkness where the Uber had dropped her off. “Now what?”
Blake’s laughter faded. She looked down at the body, and saw the filth, deep lines and narrow features that marked the man out as an addict. Despite what had nearly happened, she felt a measure of sorrow for the life he must have lived. A siren wailed in the distance.
“I guess we wait for the police.”
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Blake’s eyelids started to grow heavy. She’d been left alone in a cramped interview room tucked away in the back of the Northern Pines Police Department for almost an hour, according to the face of the slim watch she wore around her left wrist.
It was a tactic she knew well, and one she’d used many times in her former life as an investigator. The longer you left a suspect with nothing to keep them occupied other than their thoughts, the better.
She leaned back and yawned, tipping her right ear toward the corresponding shoulder, and then repeated the process on the opposite side. Next she rolled her neck through several full counterclockwise rotations. She was already feeling the aftereffects of toppling to the ground a couple of hours earlier. At least her cuts and scrapes had been cleaned and dressed by the paramedics. They would heal up within a couple of weeks.
“Like that’ll help,” she muttered, exhaling deeply and feeling some of the tension drain away from her muscles as she did so.
Though tired, Blake doubted she would’ve slept much tonight even if she wasn’t wasting away in the police department. She was still wired from the aftereffects of the adrenaline. Jumpy.
She drummed her fingers against the scratched steel tabletop in front of her, knowing that it was possible that her future interviewers were watching her through one of the several CCTV cameras installed at different points in the room.
She raised her gaze to one, staring at it for several long seconds before arching her right eyebrow questioningly.
Anyone coming? I’m not getting any younger here.
As if on cue, the door opened a couple of moments later to admit a man and a woman, both clutching white paper coffee cups with steam rising from the top and dressed in cheap suits. Blake guessed they were in their mid-forties and late twenties respectively. The woman looked green. Possibly new in the job. Her expression was steely, but there was something forced about it that would be filed away by time in the job.
The only difference between them was that the male detective was wearing a light blue silk tie. It had a faded yellow stain near the bottom. Probably mustard. In his free hand, he was carrying a thin manila folder.
“My name is Detective Ortega, and this is my partner, Detective Wilson,” he said as he pulled back one of the two metal chairs on the opposite side of the table. “I’m sorry we’ve left you here so long. Busy night.”
“I bet,” Blake remarked dryly. As she recalled, the precinct had been almost dead when the uniformed officers had led her back here earlier. “It’s no problem. Don’t like the idea of heading home tonight anyway. Not after what happened.”
“Okay if we ask you a few questions about that?” the female detective, Wilson, asked. “It must have been quite a shock.”
Blake gestured with her right hand, eyeing the woman’s steaming cup of coffee enviously. “Go ahead.”
She drew a small digital voice recorder from inside her pants pocket and set it on the table. “It’s policy,” she explained. “We record every interview. Nothing to worry about.”
Blake didn’t reply. She knew that she was already being recorded. The handheld recorder was mostly a prop that could be shut off to put her at ease, even as the room’s several built-in recording devices kept rolling.
After waiting for a short time for a response that wasn’t forthcoming, Detective Wilson nodded to herself. She took a sip of coffee, then said, “The time is 11:37 p.m., this is Detective Melissa Wilson, accompanied by Detective Sergeant Ruben Ortega, interviewing Blake Larsen regarding the death of an unknown male outside her home this evening.”
The detective relaxed back into her chair and smiled at Blake. Before continuing, she grimaced and smacked her lips. “Oh, one last thing. I need you to sign something, just so that we’ve got a record that you understand your rights. More policy.”
Blake wanted to tell her that she was laying it on a bit thick but decided to keep her mouth shut. Instead she tapped the table in front of her. She found it interesting that the junior detective was doing most of the talking.
Woman to woman, she thought drily.
Detective Sergeant Ortega opened up the manila folder he’d placed on the table in front of him and pulled out its only contents: a single sheet of paper that looked like it had been photocopied halfway to extinction. He slid it and a cheap pen across to Blake, who scanned a short paragraph that she herself had delivered more times than she could remember. After performing the cursory check, she picked up the pen and signed the document.
“Great,” he said, pulling the Miranda form back toward him and lining it up neatly inside the folder before he closed it.
“How should we refer to you?” Detective Wilson asked once the formalities were complete. “Ms. Larsen?”
“Blake is fine,” Blake replied, keeping her answers short and succinct.
She was pretty sure neither she nor Ryan were in any legal jeopardy from the way the night had unraveled. North Carolina had extremely generous self-defense laws. She doubted any prosecutor would even bother looking at a case like this, let alone taking it on. Still, until she was certain, it was better not to volunteer any additional information.
“Okay. Blake, can you tell us what happened tonight?”
“I went for beer with a friend of my brother’s. Ryan Walker. He’s the guy who”—she paused, remembering the retort of Ryan’s pistol as he’d fired those deadly shots—“I was with when it happened.”
“Go on,” Detective Wilson said. She pulled a small ring-bound notepad out of her pants pocket and flicked it open.
“It was getting late, and we’d had a couple drinks, so we decided to share a cab home. It was an Uber. Ryan booked it.”
The detective scribbled that piece of information down, then looked back up expectantly.
“He put my address in first. It was closer to the bar.”
“Which bar?”
“Paddy’s Tap.”
“And you were there all night?”
“Yes. I’m sure our server can attest to that if necessary.”
“Do you remember her name?”
Blake shook her head. “I could pick out her face.”
“Great. If it’s necessary, I’ll take you up on that,” Wilson said. “You were saying?”
“Like I said, I got out first. Ryan was supposed to continue on home. I started walking toward my front door, and I noticed something moving in the shadows. A man.”
“Did you recognize him?”
“No,” Blake replied with a firm shake of her head. “I’ve never seen him before in my life. But—”
She frowned, replaying the dead man’s actions in her mind. What the hell had he been doing there? How did it fit together with her brother’s death, with Kyle’s murder just a few days before? What wasn’t she seeing here?
“Go on,” Wilson prompted.
“I’m pretty sure he was waiting for me. He was hanging around near my place, and he kept insistently asking who I was. But like I said, I’ve never seen him before.”
Ortega shifted forward, his chair scraping slightly against the concrete floor as it accommodated his powerful bulk. “You think he was there for you personally?”
“Sure seemed that way.” Blake shrugged.
“You have any idea why?”
“Nope.”
Ortega hiked an eyebrow. He had a smug, deeply irritating demeanor. “Somebody tried to kill you tonight and you don’t even have a suspicion as to why?”
“Isn’t that your job?” Blake said, keeping her tone easy even as frustration bubbled inside her. She knew that she was just tired and strung out. She didn’t have to fall into Ortega’s bear trap, especially not when he was advertising it so openly.
“You were in law enforcement, weren’t you?” Wilson said, stepping in as the peacemaker. Her eyes flicked to the side, and Blake thought she detected a hint of frustration with her superior’s attitude. “We’re just asking for your professional opinion. You know how it is. Help us do our jobs.”
Yeah, we’re just the same, Blake thought irritably.
“If I could, I would,” she said instead. “I’ve never seen this guy before in my life. I have no idea why some junkie showed up to my front door with a knife. If I did, I’d tell you.”
Probably, she didn’t add.
“Why were you carrying a gun tonight, Blake?” Detective Ortega asked. The change of tack took Blake by surprise.
“It’s a dangerous world,” she fired back, gesturing at the walls of the interview room. “I might not be here if I’d left home without it. It bought me time.”
“What about your friend, Ryan?”
“What about him?”
“He was armed as well. Do you usually go on dates packing heat? Were you worried about something?”
“It wasn’t a date,” Blake said, her lips thinning. “And I can’t speak to Ryan’s reasons for carrying tonight. But I’m glad he did. He saved my life.”
“What about drugs?” Ortega asked. His gaze was focused intently on her.
Blake gestured at him to continue.
“Have you ever consumed any illegal narcotics?” Ortega re-phrased.
“I didn’t inhale,” Blake said.
“I’m not talking about marijuana,” Ortega said. “What about cocaine, opiates, meth? Ever touch that stuff?”
“Hell no,” Blake fired back, a pang of regret hitting her almost as quickly. It was a lie. She had, just once, in those agonizing months after her mother’s murder. As she tried to come to terms with what her father had done. What he had taken from both of them. Long-suppressed grief clawed at her throat. Her cheeks burned.
Ortega glanced at Wilson and then back again. He paused for a moment, then said, “But your brother did, isn’t that correct?”
Blake stood and stabbed her finger across the table. “Go to hell. That’s bullshit.”
“Not according to the tox screen in his autopsy report,” Ortega said calmly, raising his gaze so that he was looking up at her.
“Help us out here, Blake,” Wilson interrupted. “Help us see what we’re missing. A junkie turns up at your door and tries to kill you just a few months after your brother passed—” She paused, as if consciously reframing her question to avoid provoking Blake’s fury. “Look, just try and see it from our perspective. It’s a lead. We wouldn’t be doing our jobs if we didn’t follow it up.”
“My brother wasn’t an addict,” Blake said through gritted teeth, anger surging inside her despite her best attempts to quash it. “And no matter how many times you ask, I still won’t be able to tell you who this guy was.”
“Okay,” Detective Wilson said, holding both palms up.
Blake sat back down hard and didn’t say anything for almost a minute as she fought to control her breath. Finally, she looked back up. “Aren’t you guys going to ask me the obvious question?”
“You’ll have to help me out,” Wilson replied, frowning.
“A man got shot to death outside my house just a few days ago, and now tonight’s attack. You don’t think they’re linked?”
“That’s the Army’s case.” Wilson shrugged. “But if you have any idea how they are connected, I’m all ears.”
Blake slapped her right palm down on the tabletop. She opened her mouth, then clamped it back shut just as quickly. Caleb’s death, Kyle’s shooting, and tonight’s knife attack were all somehow linked to Cora Felton and the strip club she’d staked out the previous night. She could tell the detectives right now.
She should tell the detectives now. This was a homicide case. Possibly a multiple homicide case.
Instead, she shook her head. “I have no idea.”
She’d made her choice. Something was going on here that she didn’t understand, and she’d be damned if she’d share her leads—flimsy as they undoubtedly were—before she knew who she could trust. And right now, that tiny circle most certainly did not include either of the two detectives sitting across from her.
“Right,” Ortega said sarcastically.
Blake’s gaze flicked between the two of them. She focused eventually on Wilson. “Are you planning on charging me for anything?”
“What would we charge you for?” Wilson asked innocently.
“I didn’t think so,” Blake said, standing. “I gave my contact details to the desk sergeant. If you need me, you know where to find me.”
She rose and marched out of the interview room, slamming the door irritably behind her. Once in the hallway, she stood for a few seconds to compose herself, then strode through the precinct’s faded hallways, retracing her steps until she passed the sergeant, who looked at her curiously as she flew past without a word.
Blake shouldered the heavy precinct door open and practically sprinted outside, only fully realizing how stale the air inside had been once she sucked in a full lungful of the fresh stuff. It took her eyes a moment to grow accustomed to the late-night gloom. When she did, she stopped dead.
Ryan was leaning against the trunk of a parked squad car opposite the entrance to the precinct. His cane rested beside him, and Axe lay with his head between his paws on the ground. Judging by the slow flaring of the dog’s nostrils, he was fast asleep. As Ryan noticed her, he uncrossed his arms and shot her a tired smile.
“You found your foot,” Blake said as she approached. Axe stirred below her.
Ryan shook his head in mock-disbelief. “I had to pay a $50 charge to get it back, would you believe it?”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously! That asshole drove off with it on his backseat and then tried to make out it was my fault.”
“Do you have Venmo?”
“Huh?”
“Seems like the least I can do for the guy who saved my life.” Blake grinned. “Hell, I think I’m worth at least twice that, but times are hard, you know?”
Ryan waved her away. Maybe she was imagining it, but she thought she detected the merest hint of an embarrassed flush on his cheeks. “Forget about it. I’m still deep in the hole to your family on that account.”
She reached out and squeezed his upper arm, momentarily surprised by just how toned his muscles were underneath his jacket. He was definitely no invalid, though that much should have been obvious.
“Really, I’m grateful. Without you…”
“Yeah, yeah,” Ryan said, waving her away. “I get it, I’m a hero.”
“Well, I didn’t say the word hero.” She grinned.
“No, but I could tell you were thinking it,” Ryan said deadpan in response. His posture shifted subtly. “Listen, don’t look now, but I think somebody’s watching us.”
Blake stiffened imperceptibly, a twinge of leftover adrenaline flickering in her body. Had somebody come back to finish the job?
Relax, she consciously told herself. If they had, Ryan wouldn’t be acting so calmly. He’d already proved that once tonight. “Where?”
“Parked car about fifteen yards to my right. Black SUV. He’s in the back, but he’s there. Been there a while.”
Blake casually twisted as if stretching out her back. It took only a second to pick out the vehicle that Ryan was referring to, the SUV conspicuously large compared to the squad cars parked all around.
“I see him,” she said without moving her lips. It was dark inside, but as she’d told Detective Wilson just a few minutes before, she rarely forgot a face.
“Recognize the guy inside?”
Blake gritted her teeth. “Oh yeah.”
“Then it looks like we’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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“Thanks for staying over,” Blake said as she entered the living room, her joints still creaky after a truncated night’s sleep. Before dressing in loose sweats for the journey downstairs, she’d seen a large purple bruise that had already begun to form on her thigh from the previous night’s tumble.
“No problem,” Ryan replied, looking away from the screen and meeting her eyes. She found herself wanting to look away, almost embarrassed by the intensity of his stare.
As a smile flickered at the corner of his lips, he gestured at the computer. “I hope you don’t mind. I couldn’t sleep. Thought I might as well do something useful.”
“Just as long as you didn’t go peeking around on the hard drive,” she said.
“Don’t worry, I know better than that.”
It had come as a surprise to her when they’d finally arrived back at the place where it had all gone wrong, a police officer still guarding a now-empty crime scene, police tape flickering in the wind for the second time in a week, but the last thing she’d wanted to do was go to sleep in an empty house. The sudden, unexpected attack had shaken her more than she cared to admit.
When Ryan had offered services—pointing out that the dog’s keen senses would alert her of danger well before her own less-honed human abilities were able to, she’d insisted that Ryan stay the night also. It seemed fair payment for saving her life, after all.
In the end, they’d stayed up late, well into the early hours of the morning. Blake had filled him in on every aspect of her meager investigation to date, from her conversation with Marci Foster to the photo she’d discovered in the loft, Cora Felton’s medical bills, and her brief interaction with the stripper outside the Leopard Lounge.
Then there was the curious case of Captain Richter. Why was the commander of Fort Bragg’s CID detachment involving himself in the weeds of the investigation into Kyle’s death?
“For that matter,” Blake had said as she massaged her temples, “why was he staking out the Northern Pines Police Department waiting for us when he could have just requested the professional courtesy of an interview?”
When she finally collapsed from exhaustion, she’d left Ryan with a thoughtful expression on his face.
Several hours later, he was sitting on the sofa, the sheets she’d helped make up the previous night already neatly stacked in one corner. He was sitting on the very edge of the cushion, staring at a laptop—her laptop—which he’d placed on the coffee table. His cane rested a few inches from his side. From the angle at which she was standing, Blake couldn’t see Axe’s body, only the dog’s long, bushy tail, which thumped amiably against the ground at the sound of her voice.
Blake wandered toward the kitchen counter. What she really needed was six more hours in bed, but since that didn’t seem likely, she would settle for coffee. A strong one.
“Coffee?”
“I’d love one.”
She lapsed back into silence as the percolator hissed and bubbled before the telltale drip-drip-drip sound began, indicating the precious liquid wasn’t too far away. Once the pot was full, she picked it up and poured two large cups.
“How do you like it?”
“Hot and black,” Ryan said with a wry smile. “I’m a cliché.”
“You and me both,” Blake replied, walking over to him and handing it over. As she grew close, she saw that he had a Word document open on the machine, filled with line after line of neatly typed notes. “What are you working on?”
“Like I said”—Ryan shrugged, gratefully accepting the cup and taking a sip—“I couldn’t sleep, so while Axe here was snoring, I started digging.”
“Into what?” Blake asked, taking a seat on a cushion about a foot and a half away from him.
She blinked a couple of times, brain still foggy from lack of sleep. The aroma of the hot coffee was almost enough itself to boost her back into wakefulness. She studied Ryan’s face for a few moments, wondering if she hadn’t misjudged him when they met the previous night. He wasn’t arrogant. Just confident in his abilities. And perhaps he was right to be.
Ryan leaned back. “I got to thinking. We know—or suspect—that whoever we are up against has already claimed two victims: Caleb and Kyle Thompson. Plus the junkie who came for you last night.”
“Right,” Blake agreed, the mention of her brother’s name now so commonplace it barely drew a reaction.
“But I started to wonder: What if there are more?”
“How would we know?” Blake asked.
“In the last two years, 109 fatalities were registered at Fort Bragg. Forty-one of those were deemed suicide and 21 labeled as either drug overdoses or accidents with alcohol or narcotics listed as contributing factors.”
Ryan glanced at her as he finished speaking, a slightly worried expression on his face.
“You don’t have to handle me with kid gloves, Ryan,” she said, gratified and irritated by his concern in equal parts. “Moping about Caleb won’t help us solve his murder.”
Her eyes widened. It was the first time that—even in private—she’d described what had happened to Caleb in those terms. But as the words echoed in her mind, she realized that they felt right.
“Okay then.”
“Where did you get these numbers, anyway?” she asked, wanting to move past the slight tension that had developed in the room. She lifted her cup to her lips and took another sip.
“The suicides aren’t exactly a secret on base,” Ryan said, studiously looking away from her as he said it.
“Over the past couple of years, the Army has tried everything to stop them. Mandatory counseling, random drug testing, increased law enforcement presence, dog patrols, you name it. I wasn’t around much during that time, but it was hard to miss. Since I knew what I was looking for, I searched national, local, and military newspapers with relevant search terms.”
He pulled the laptop around so that the screen was facing Blake and scrolled down the Word document, which she now realized was more than a dozen pages long. “I’ve generated a pretty comprehensive list of every single homicide, suicide, and accidental death going back two years.”
“So your theory is that if the people we are chasing have killed before—”
“Twice,” Ryan interjected.
“Then they’ve probably done it before. And if both victims had links to the Army—”
“–It’s likely so do the rest,” Ryan finished, nodding vigorously.
“If there are any,” Blake said. “And going by the way you’re acting, I guess you think you found some.”
“Yep.” Ryan flicked through the document quickly, showing Blake a long list of names. “I made a list of every victim of supposed suicide. Like I said, there were 41 names on it when I started. I went through every article I could find on every one of those deaths, along with public social media posts from relatives and friends—”
“Did you sleep at all?” Blake interrupted, not sure whether she should be impressed or worried for Ryan’s well-being.
“Not a lot.” He shot her a small smile. “Anyway, after cross-referencing all of those data points, I knocked about 85 percent of those victims off my list for further investigation.”
“On what grounds?”
“It’s crude”—he grimaced—“but if they’d ever experienced mental health issues or displayed suicidal tendencies in the past, I didn’t consider them. Maybe I missed some names, but without access to their records, they are dead ends.”
“How many did that leave you with?”
“Six names,” Ryan said. “Plus two homicides where the murderer isn’t obvious—if they were caught red-handed or it was an open-and-shut case, I discarded them. And on top of that three accidents which weren’t ruled as suspicious but I’m not so sure about.”
“That makes eleven,” Blake said. “Good work, Ryan. It’s a start.”
“Who said I was finished?” Ryan replied, taking an exploratory sip of his coffee, then a more judicious gulp once he was satisfied that it wasn’t about to burn his tongue. He had deep bags underneath his eyes but seemed alive with energy.
“Go on…”
“Both unsolved murders happened to Air Force personnel from the 43rd Air Mobility Squadron working out of Pope Airfield. Plus one of the suicides. I never was much good at statistics, but that seems way out of whack to me.”
Blake frowned. She was vaguely aware of Pope Army Airfield, which bordered Fort Bragg and among other missions handled transportation for US Army soldiers and equipment, both within the United States and en route to foreign deployments.
But what does that have to do with anything?
Ryan cleared his throat, which was beginning to grow hoarse. When that first attempt didn’t succeed, he grabbed his coffee cup and took a deep swig. “Better. Okay, the other two red flags that jumped out at me were the deaths of two Green Berets. One was ruled an accident, the other a suicide.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know the answer to that yet.”
“No, I mean why did those two jump out at you?”
“Both of them were in the same unit as Darryl Hansen.”
Blake screwed up her face and confusion. It was too early for this barrage of information. “Who?”
“I didn’t mention it last night because I wasn’t certain, but I checked while you were asleep. He owns the Leopard Lounge. The place you told me you staked out. I don’t know him personally, but I know his reputation. He’s a real bad dude. Dishonorable discharge a few years back.”
“You’re right,” Blake remarked. “That’s good enough for me. So we’ve got a short list of four names to investigate further.”
“That’s about the size of it,” Ryan agreed. “Plus another seven who might or might not be involved.”
“I guess you’re more than a pretty face,” Blake said.
Ryan bashfully rubbed his palm against his messy beard. “Now that’s something I’ve definitely never been accused of before. But if that’s impressed you, then you’re a cheaper date than I would have guessed.”
“Oh?”
“There’s one thing I didn’t get to yet. Have you ever heard the name Isaac Whitley?”
Blake frowned, the mention of the name causing some long-disused neuron to fire at the back of her brain. Although not strongly enough to trigger the memory with which it was once associated. “It rings a bell, but I got nothing. Who is he?”
“One of the accidental deaths,” Ryan said, the makings of a triumphant smile on his lips.
“I don’t get it.”
“He was a CID special agent,” Ryan announced. “Lived in a unit off-base. His body was found after he didn’t show for work a couple of days in a row. Broken neck. Found at the bottom of his staircase. Every door was locked, no signs of forced entry, and no evidence of foul play.”
“When did he die?” Blake breathed.
“Fourteen months ago.”
“This is connected. It has to be,” Blake said. “How old was he?”
“Twenty-eight.”
“Right,” she said, standing abruptly. A few droplets of coffee splashed out of the cup in her hands, though she was too worked up to care. “And how many healthy 28-year-olds do you hear about tripping down the stairs?”
“Maybe he was clumsy,” Ryan suggested, evidently playing devil’s advocate.
“And maybe I’m the Prince of India,” Blake fired back.
“Nah, you wouldn’t be living in a place like this,” Ryan said, a wide grin on his face. He looked pleased with himself—and in Blake’s mind, he had every right to be.
“What about relatives?”
“He had a wife. Sarah Whitley. She was pregnant with their first child when he passed.”
Blake sat back down with a bump, her reaction at Ryan’s discoveries instantly cooling at the reminder of the real-world consequences of the evil they were fighting. “Jesus,” she whispered. “Did she find him?”
Ryan shook his head. “She was out of town visiting family when it happened. At least, that’s what the article said.”
“Thank God.”
“You can say that again.”
They fell into silence for a short time. Blake’s mind began to grapple furiously with the enormity of what they were facing. Judging by the expression on Ryan’s face, he was doing the same.
“If you’re right about this stuff, this is much bigger than I thought,” she finally said. She felt drained, and not just as a result of one poor night’s sleep. It was hard to know how they could even begin to unravel a mess this tangled.
“Let’s hope for both our sakes that I’m not,” Ryan said without much conviction. “The question is: What do we do about it?”
“I’ll dig more into Cora’s background. She’s connected with this somehow, I’m sure of it. I just don’t know how. I can lean on some old contacts,” Blake said.
Before Ryan could open his mouth, she continued, “And we need to learn more about Darryl Hansen. He’s up to his neck in this, but he can’t be doing it alone.”
His phone buzzed beside him, and Ryan reached for it.
“About that,” he said with a grin that grew into a broad smile as he finished reading the message.
“I asked around about Hansen—discreetly,” he added when he saw the alarmed look on her face. “I still have a few friends I know I can trust.”
Blake raised an eyebrow. “And?”
“Only one of my buddies got back to me so far. He said that Darryl’s tight with a guy called Trevor Hicks. Another asshole with a God complex. He got kicked out of the Army about eighteen months ago. Dishonorable discharge. Now he owns a bar in Fayetteville.”
She walked to Ryan’s side and sat down on the couch as he brought up Google Maps on his laptop. The webpage took a second to load, then he typed in a command. A moment later, a Streetview image filled the screen. A sign with Old West-style writing hung over the doorway. She had to squint to read the lettering. It spelled out Last Chance Saloon.
The name of the bar jangled in Blake’s mind, though at first she wasn’t sure why. She shook her head and tried to clear some of the sluggishness from her thoughts. She muttered the name under her breath. And then it hit her.
“Wait a second!” Blake gasped.
“What is it?”
She closed her eyes. “Remember that girl Willow I told you about last night?”
“Yeah…”
“I thought she was saying, ‘It’s the last chance,’” Blake said. “But she wasn’t. She said, ‘It’s the Last Chance.’”
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“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Blake asked.
They were sitting in a nondescript rented Subaru Forester about half a mile away from the Last Chance Saloon on the outskirts of Fayetteville. It was a fifty-minute drive from Northern Pines, longer in the rain. The weather was foul. Thick, pregnant droplets of water pelted against the windshield. The night had taken on a foreboding air.
When Ryan said nothing, she added, “We can find another way.”
“No,” he replied with a slight shake of his head. “We won’t. We need to get eyes inside one of these joints. Find out what they’re really up to.”
“Then you need a safe word.”
Ryan hiked his right eyebrow and looked at her over the central console. He was wearing a frayed flannel jacket zipped up to his throat. Underneath he wore a white T-shirt and a pair of cargo pants. He’d shaved off most of his beard, leaving only a circle of hair around his upper lip and his chin. If Blake hadn’t watched him do it, she wouldn’t have believed she was looking at the same guy.
“Got any ideas?”
“Needs to be something innocuous. Something that doesn’t attract the wrong attention if you need to say it.”
“And what happens if I do?”
Blake looked meaningfully over her shoulder. A blanket was draped over the shotgun, but they both knew it was there. She had a pistol on her right hip as well, but the long gun packed more of an intimidation factor. “I bust down the door and pull your bacon out of the fire.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Ryan said. “That junkie was a free shoot. There isn’t a prosecutor within a hundred miles who would bring charges in a self-defense case like that. Even if I wasn’t protecting a woman.”
“But we won’t get so lucky a second time,” Blake agreed. “Not after driving all this way packing heat.”
“Nope. Cocktails.”
Blake screwed up her face. “Huh?”
“If I need your help, I’ll ask to see their cocktail menu. I highly doubt they’ll have one in a bar like that. But it won’t seem suspicious.”
“Got it.”
Ryan reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a white case, flicked it open, and retrieved a pair of Apple AirPods. He placed one into each ear. Next he made sure the Bluetooth connection to his phone was working.
“How do I look?”
“Like you don’t want anyone to bother you,” Blake said, appraising his outfit—and his disguise—one last time. She cocked her head. He really didn’t look anything like he had the other night outside her house. It was amazing what a little styling could achieve.
Although their aim had been different than most fashion shoots. Despite his deadly profession, Ryan ordinarily looked friendly and approachable. And more than a little bit handsome. This disguise had changed him completely. He couldn’t hide his height but otherwise had taken on a dishevelled and menacing air.
“Good,” Ryan said. He tapped his phone screen a couple times, then said, “Comms check.”
A moment later, Blake’s own cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Ryan’s number flashed up on the screen.
“Cold,” he said as he looked down. “I hoped I meant a little more to you than that.”
She didn’t take the bait. “It’s been a busy week. I’ll get around to saving you.”
Blake pressed the phone to the side of her face and said, “Testing, one, two, three.”
“Okay, you’re coming in loud and clear,” Ryan said. “Keep the line open. If it drops out, don’t call me—I’ll call you. Got it?”
“Yes sir,” Blake said. She lifted her hand to her temple in a mock salute. “Your wish is my command.”
Ryan flicked down the sunshade and checked himself in the mirror.
“Amazing,” he said, turning his head to the left and right to glance at the headphones. “We go to all these lengths to hide earpieces in the field, and back home you can just wear these things, and nobody blinks an eye.”
“Let’s hope so,” Blake remarked.
“Take me another couple of hundred yards, then I’ll walk the rest of the way,” Ryan said. “That should be enough to ensure they don’t see where I came from.”
Blake nodded and punched the ignition button. She drove the short distance in silence. Anxiety danced in her stomach. She’d spent years in law enforcement. Gone undercover herself and watched over those walking into the belly of the beast. But she’d never been involved in a case with such paltry resources.
If something went wrong, she was Ryan’s only backup. And she didn’t even have a badge.
She slowed about a quarter-mile from the Last Chance. “Good luck.”
“I’ll be back before you know I was even gone.” Ryan grinned.
He jumped out of the SUV before it had fully stopped moving. He closed the door after him and began walking without a second look back. Blake stepped on the gas. There was nothing in the side mirror as she merged back into the road. The rain was coming down even harder than it had before.
Only fools went out on a night like this.
And Ryan Walker.
The coverage from the streetlights wasn’t excellent in this part of town. Only every third seemed to work. Fifty yards down the road, Blake couldn’t even see him in the rearview mirror. She drove toward the Last Chance, eyes peeled and scanning either side of the street for anything suspicious. She doubted anyone would be on watch—especially on a night like this—but it was better not to assume.
Especially with Ryan’s life potentially on the line.
She parked along the side of the street in a spot opposite a shuttered Irish bar. It was bracketed on either side by similarly decrepit store fronts. If the center of Fayetteville was a pleasant place, the outskirts were much seedier. Except for the glow of the Last Chance, very few businesses appeared still to be operating in this area.
Blake wasn’t surprised. It was a dump.
After killing the car’s lights, she glanced down into the center console where her phone still rested. She attached her own pair of earphones and placed one in either ear. As soon as they were in, the sound of gently falling rain greeted her, along with the rise and fall of Ryan’s chest. Though it was strangely peaceful, it did little to assuage her nerves.
After a couple of minutes, she saw him walk past on the opposite side of the street. Slumped back in her seat to avoid being spotted, she tracked him the entire way. A muscle on the side of her jaw pulsed with tension.
Suddenly the sound in her earpiece changed. The sound of rain faded away, the squeal of an unoiled door hinge briefly and painfully cutting through. Then a couple of thumps as Ryan must have knocked the rain off his shoes. A low murmur of voices.
And Blake’s stomach tightened.
Her phone buzzed on the center console. She lurched forward and grabbed it. Was Ryan in trouble already?
When she saw the text message, her forehead knitted in confusion. It wasn’t Ryan at all. It was from Marci. She whispered the words out loud. “I found something. You need to see it.”
Blake closed her eyes. Her breath caught in her throat as she pondered what she’d just read. What had Marci found? She snapped them back open and shook her head. That was a question for another time. She couldn’t afford distractions.
Not now.

“GIMME A BUD,” Ryan said in a low, gruff voice that was nothing like his own. He stood in front of the bar between two stools and leaned forward until he was resting his weight on his elbows.
The guy behind the bar was wearing a motorcycle club vest with a few nondescript patches. None that Ryan recognized. He guessed it was more for fashion than to indicate membership of one tribe or another. But he made a mental note of it nonetheless.
“Cash or credit?” he asked.
“Cash.”
“That’ll be six bucks.”
Ryan reached into a pocket and pulled out his wallet. It was uncharacteristically thick. That had been at Blake’s urging. She’d said it was better to have too much cash on him than too little. It was smart, and she was right. He pulled out a $10 bill and handed it over.
“Keep the change,” he said.
The bartender didn’t react. He grunted his acknowledgment and turned away to ring up the sale in the register. Ryan reached for the beer and took a small swig. He used the opportunity to subtly study his surroundings. This definitely wasn’t some fancy hotel bar. The shelves behind the bartender were weighed down with liquor, but none of it looked expensive. Mostly Jack Daniels and cheap vodka.
Besides the man who'd just served him, there were no other obvious staff in his eyeline. A couple of the stools to his right were occupied by men who were drinking alone. They paid him no attention, and he returned the favor. They looked like regulars. Not that interesting.
In his ear, Ryan realized for the first time that he could hear Blake’s breath. It was quiet and gentle. It didn’t disturb him much, and he decided he liked it. It was a reminder that he wasn’t alone in here.
At least, not completely.
He decided against messaging her and asking her to go on mute. The risk of someone seeing and swiping the phone from his hands was admittedly minimal. But it wasn’t zero. In his former life, Ryan had lived by a simple mantra.
Don’t screw up.
Mistakes were inevitable. But in Ryan’s view, it made sense to minimize your opportunity for making one. After all, mistakes could get you killed.
After waiting for what he judged was an acceptable length of time, Ryan sluggishly pushed himself away from the bar. Standing upright, he cleared his throat. He turned his head to the left, where the rest of the drinking establishment stretched out. He stood there for a moment as if picking a place to sit.
In reality, he was scoping out the joint. It contained about twenty tables, mostly booth-style seating. The vast majority of them were empty. Only truly hardened alcoholics went out on a night like tonight.
Ryan lifted his bottle of Bud to his lips and pulled a drink. He began to amble toward the back of the room, his gaze apparently focusing on nothing in particular. In reality, his attention had been drawn by one of the only occupied booths right at the back of the bar. Four men sat around it. They were relatively young, the oldest appearing in his forties.
One of them was obviously physically fit. He held himself with confidence. Ryan wondered if he was Trevor Hicks. He knew the man only from photos. Strangely, their paths had never crossed over the years. He squinted, but it was impossible to make out in the gloomy half-light. He looked away, not daring to risk making his interest too obvious.
He sat down in a booth about halfway to the back of the room. Scooting to the end, Ryan positioned himself with his back against the wall and brought his legs up onto the seat so that he was facing the opposite wall. The position allowed him to observe the entire bar but looked natural.
Or so he hoped.
Out of the corner of his left eye, he watched the group of men at the back of the bar. He was pretty sure that nobody else in here was of any interest. Gangsters didn’t usually recruit men in their sixties and seventies as muscle. Especially not ones slumped over from alcohol consumption.
Last Chance was the kind of place men came not for pleasure but to hide from their pain.
The men were talking, but it was impossible to make out what was being said. The eclectic mix of music being played over the bar’s sound system—jumping seamlessly from Rolling Stones to Avril Lavigne—wasn’t loud, but one of the speakers was positioned only a couple of feet above Ryan’s ears. He winced as he realized it would be twice as loud for Blake.
Neither was it possible to make out any faces. Ryan was halfway through his beer by the time he gave up trying. It was simply too dark.
After half an hour, he began to wonder whether this was a dead end. He was no cop, but he’d watched enough seasons of Bosch to know that most policework fell under that exact category. It wasn’t like he could go around asking questions with a picture of Cora Felton in hand.
Not if he valued his life.
“Incoming,” Blake interrupted. After staying silent for so long, her voice startled him.
“Looks like three women, one male. Can’t give you any more than that. The rain is coming down in sheets.” She paused for a moment, then added, “That music is terrible, by the way.”
Ryan disguised a grin. He shifted slightly to make himself comfortable, then shifted his gaze to the bar’s entrance. He made sure to do so subtly. No sense tipping off anyone watching him that he had eyes outside.
A moment later, the door flew open. It swung all the way around and hit the wall, then bounced back. A man-sized figure entered slinging curses. He was followed by three slight, meek women. Ryan looked up at the sudden intrusion—after all, anybody would—and after holding his gaze steady for a couple of seconds dropped it back to the table. He kept watching with only his peripheral vision.
At the back of the bar, the fit man stood quickly. Ryan switched his attention and watched as the man said, “What the hell you doing back here, Colton?”
His tone was laced with anger. Ryan was left in no doubt as to who was in charge here.
The individual Ryan now knew as Colton said nothing until he was almost level with the booth he was sitting in. The women trailed behind. They were soaking wet. One of them was visibly trembling. She couldn’t have weighed a hundred pounds.
Jesus.
Ryan resisted shaking his head with disgust. It was pretty clear to him what was happening here. And he didn’t like it one bit.
“I was freezing my nuts off out there, man,” Colton protested. “Haven’t seen a customer all night.”
“Well, you ain’t gonna see one now, are you? I should send you back out there. You’re costing me money.”
“Come on, Trev. I told you already, nobody is out. Not in this storm.”
Ryan’s eyes flicked to the left. He had his confirmation that the man in charge was who he thought he was. And visual proof that he was neck-deep in whatever unpleasantness was happening here.
Colton turned to the bartender. “Bring me a beer.”
The man looked to Trevor for permission, then nodded once he had it. Colton gritted his teeth at the evident show of disrespect, but it wasn’t like he was in a position to do anything about it. He walked over to the table at the far end of the bar and sat down.
Trevor remained standing. He beckoned one of the girls over to him. In a voice that carried, he said, “You make me any money tonight?”
The girl shook her head. Ryan watched with mounting horror. She was clearly terrified. He wondered what these men had done to her to make her act like this. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the domineering bar owner lean forward and place his lips close to the girl’s ear. To Ryan’s frustration, he couldn’t hear what was being said.
When craning his neck as subtly as possible didn’t help, he reached up and tapped the side of his AirPods and switched to Transparency mode. Instantly, the microphones on his earphones amplified the background noise around him. The effect—like suddenly stumbling into a noisy restaurant from a quiet street—was almost overwhelming but instantly cleared up the sound.
“Speak up.”
The girl replied without looking at her questioner, her posture shrunken and terrified. “No. Colton’s right. We didn’t see nobody all night.”
After a moment’s pause, the man said, “Well, what are you gonna do to make it right?”
Haltingly, she replied, “What do you mean?”
“You think it’s okay that I lose out just because you lazy bitches didn’t want to work?”
“But it was Colton’s—” she said before trailing off, the words cutting off so quickly it was almost as though she’d clamped her hand over her mouth.
The girl started to shiver. Whether out of cold or fear wasn’t exactly clear. Most likely both.
“How you gonna fix this?” Trevor practically spat. “You think I’m going hungry because of you?”
Judging by the man’s sheer bulk—a couple hundred pounds of muscle and fat—Ryan guessed he didn’t go hungry very often. Certainly not often enough.
“Shit,” he muttered underneath his breath, knowing he had to do something but also that what he was about to do was a very bad idea. On the plus side, at least he was about to find out how good his disguise was.
Every cloud…
Ryan stood suddenly and spun toward the source of the commotion. In a loud, carrying voice, he called out, “Hey!”
In an instant, the joint went silent. Even the two locals sitting across from the bartender fell quiet.
His more pressing concern, though, was that he now had the complete and undivided attention of a half dozen of the neighborhood’s not-so-petty criminals.
You’d better think fast…
In his ear, he heard Blake say in worried tones, “What are you doing, Ryan?”
There was no time to explain. And no way to do so, either. Especially not with Trevor Hicks taking a menacing step toward him.
“You got a problem, chief?”
Ryan lifted his beer and brought it to his lips. He drained the remainder of the bottle. He felt watchful eyes on the potential weapon every inch of the way. The three girls were eyeing him also, though they pretended not to. One of them, a blonde, was swaying. She looked half-conscious.
Affecting a tipsy slur, Ryan pointed at the woman Trevor had been haranguing and said, “She working?”
Blake whispered, “Ryan… I’m bringing the car around. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Too late for that…
He gritted his teeth. He would have traded all the money in his savings account for a throat mic right now. But wishing wouldn’t make it so.
“What’s it to you?”
“The hell do you think?” Ryan snorted. He tilted his head to the side and shot the girl an admiring glance. “She’s got a hell of a pair of legs on her.”
“Do I know you?”
“Nah.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Same as everybody else,” Ryan said, jerking his thumb at the regulars by the bar. “I heard this was the place to find a girl. Didn’t see none, though. Not till they walked in. How much?”
Trevor fell silent. He shot Ryan an appraising glance, perhaps working out whether he was good for the money. “A hundred bucks.”
“How long do I get?” Ryan asked, feeling dirty for even engaging in this conversation, despite his motives.
“An hour.”
Ryan screwed up his face into a sneer. “Shit, what am I gonna do with an hour?”
Trevor’s tone subtly changed. He was engaging in the negotiation now, all traces of hostility gone. “Well, how long you want?”
Reaching into his pocket, Ryan extracted his wallet. He flicked it open. “I’ll give you 300 bucks for the night.”
Trevor thought for a moment. He had a beady look in eyes that were set in a mean, meaty face that Ryan desperately desired to hit and not stop until it was a bloodied mess. “Four-fifty.”
“Four hundred,” Ryan countered.
“Fine,” Trevor said after a short pause. He jerked his thumb at the first girl. “But not her.”
“Why not?” Ryan protested, half-catching a despairing glance in the girl’s eyes. It nearly cut him in two—not because he thought she needed saving but because she clearly thought of him as the lesser of two evils.
“You got a thousand bucks on you?”
“No,” Ryan admitted slowly.
“Then you can’t afford those legs,” Trevor said dismissively. He pointed at the blonde, who was still swaying. She didn’t seem aware of what was happening around her. “You can have her. Take it or leave it.”
Ryan considered his response, though only for the sake of optics. He’d gone too far now to walk away empty-handed. Especially as he’d potentially stirred up a nest of hornets by exposing his face, disguised or not. “Fine.”
Trevor beckoned him over. “Show me the money.”
Ryan did so, emptying his wallet almost to the last dollar. He handed it over, even more grateful now for Blake’s foresight.
“And your phone,” he said, hand extended a second time, palm facing up. It was as beefy as his face. He reminded Ryan of a championship-winning running back gone to seed.
“Why?”
“Collateral,” Trevor replied, an unpleasant leer stretching across his face.
Ryan thought fast. His cell phone was an iPhone. There was nothing identifying on the home screen, just a landscape shot he’d taken out hiking, and he’d never bothered setting up an emergency contact. The Army had always advised him to use an Apple device because they were supposedly impossible—or at least very difficult—to hack.
He hoped that was really the case.
I guess I’m about to find out…
Grudgingly he pulled the phone out of his pocket, quickly killing the active call as he did so. He breathed a sigh of relief as the screen cleared, and he handed it over.
“Nice,” Trevor whistled. He turned the iPhone Pro around and examined it from every angle. “New?”
“Couple of months old.”
Trevor grinned, shooting Ryan a seedy, almost conspiratorial look that made him feel nauseous inside. “Maybe I don’t want you to bring her back after all.”
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“Hey,” the girl said as she approached him. Her tone was slurred, and she was horrifyingly skinny. The cut-off denim shorts around her waist hung loosely, and she had a noticeable bruise on her left forearm. There was a glassy expression in her eyes.
Ryan just sat there for a moment, unsure of what to say. He was fully aware that there were at least half a dozen pairs of eyes focused on the pair of them right now. The men at the far end of the bar—Trevor’s muscle—weren’t even being particularly subtle about it.
“You want to buy me a drink?” the girl prompted. She was eyeing a spot over and to the right of Ryan’s shoulder. He glanced in the same direction but saw nothing. Only a spot of mold-blackened wall.
His thoughts started to race. What the hell had he gotten himself into? More importantly, what had he gotten this innocent woman into? She’d never agreed to be part of his game. And if he wasn’t extremely careful, he might end up getting her hurt.
Or worse.
The earphones in his ear canals started to itch. They were a reminder that he no longer had Blake’s calm breathing to listen to. She was only outside, but that might as well be a thousand miles away.
“Did ya hear me?”
Get a hold of yourself.
Ryan shook his head slightly. He needed to be on his A-game right now. There was no doubt that Trevor’s henchmen would all be armed.
A more chilling thought entered his mind. Now that she was no longer listening in, if Blake concluded something had gone wrong, she might try and enter the bar. After that, it would be impossible to control the outcome. Too many competing motives.
Too many guns.
No, he needed to move fast.
He shook his head and tried to meet the girl’s gaze. “Sorry. What’s your name?”
The blonde crinkled up her face in thought. It was as though she’d forgotten. Ryan wondered with a sickening pang in his gut how long it had been since anybody asked.
“Ashley,” she finally replied. “It’s Ashley.”
Still she didn’t look at him. She was definitely high on something. Her eyes were half closed, and her head kept bobbing forward like she was about to pass out.
“Let’s get out of here, Ashley,” he said. “That okay with you?”
She shrugged. A frown crossed her face. She started to look to the back of the room, then seemed to forget what she was doing. “You paid, right?”
“Yeah,” Ryan replied. His throat constricted. “I paid.”
“Then sure,” she said. “You got a car?”
“I got a car.”
Ryan stood. He wanted to put his arms around this girl and carry her out. Hell, he wasn’t even sure how far she would be able to walk. She was unsteady on her feet. More than that, he wanted to return to the car, grab the shotgun, and pump shells into the bastards at the back of the room until there was nothing left of them.
Nothing left that could hurt her. Hurt any of them.
But he couldn’t, on either count. And neither could he give those same men any reason to suspect he wasn’t just another satisfied customer.
So instead he gestured carelessly at the door. “That way,” he grunted. “Let’s go.”
Ashley didn’t say anything. She just meekly complied. As Ryan began to walk, carefully focusing on each and every step so that he didn’t overbalance on his prosthetic foot or give any sign that he had one at all, he realized that she’d fallen in behind him, like some kind of submissive 16th century wife.
He gritted his teeth and strode for the exit, waiting for one of the men to stop him. But the call never came. They exited the bar together, and Ryan felt a blast of winter on his face. The second he was out, he saw a vehicle approaching from the right. No lights. It was Blake.
Ryan heard the bar door swing shut behind him and only then turned his head, quickly scanning the front of the building to check for cameras. He cursed himself for failing to do so earlier. As far as he could tell from a quick search, there were none, but that wasn’t conclusive proof.
No time for that now.
Blake screeched to a halt on the opposite side of the street. He could only see her silhouette in the gloom on the other side of the windshield, but it was enough to know her weapon was drawn.
“Did you call a taxi?” Ashley asked. She came up beside him and gripped his arm. Her fingers dug into his flesh with surprising strength, and he realized that she was holding on to remain upright herself.
“Something like that,” he said, reaching up and placing a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t resist the touch, and he felt sick for that too. He led her across the road, yanked open the SUV’s rear door, and pushed her inside.
The second she was in, he climbed in after her and yanked the door closed.
“Ryan,” Blake hissed, turning around in her seat and staring wide-eyed at him. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Just drive!” he almost shouted. “I’ll explain after.”
“There are two of you?” Ashley slurred, her chin toppling forward against her chest as Ryan fumbled with her seatbelt to buckle her in. “That’s extra. Did you pay Colton? He’ll get mad if you didn’t.”
“Oh my God,” Blake said. The horror on her face matched that in the pit of Ryan’s stomach. “What have they done to her?”
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She was ice-cold, shivers running down her spine underneath bedsheets that were heavy and damp with sweat. She started to tremble at the memory of the nightmare that had awoken her. Her thoughts were still sluggish, weighed down by sleep.
One abiding emotion stuck with her. Regret.
It was always the same dream. Night after night, year after year. She was resigned to it now. She would be woken by the same terror until the day she died.
At least it won’t be long now.
She was resigned to that too. At first, the thought of death had scared her. She’d been terrified of the blackness, of not knowing what came after. But her short life had been so miserable, with so little prospect of her lot improving that she no longer cared what happened next.
It couldn’t be worse than this.
Ashley blinked.
At least, she thought she did. But when her eyelids fluttered open, she saw the black nothingness that had so haunted her for so long. A flash of alarm ran through her. But this was different. Her body felt cradled by something soft, so unlike the thin yoga mat on a hard floor that she ordinarily slept on. For one long moment, she held her breath, wondering if this was it.
Was she dead?
She was cold but felt no pain. Just nausea somewhere deep in her stomach. She knew that sickness well. It reared its head every single day without fail, a reminder that she needed to find her next fix.
She’d tried resisting the urge. Of course she had. But those days followed an irresistible logic. She sweated endlessly, just like she was now. The desire to vomit grew and grew. Her skin itched as forests of goosebumps appeared on its surface. Her heart raced, and her muscles went into spasm. She felt it beginning now.
Wait.
Ashley frowned in the darkness. This didn’t make sense. She wouldn’t be feeling like this if she was dead, would she? Surely after you passed, there was simply nothing. No joy, no pain, just endless nothingness.
Unless she was in hell.
It’d been many years since Ashley had believed in God. All through her childhood she’d been to church every single Sunday. Occasionally there were summer camps with other like-minded children. But the hardship of the past few years had whittled away any residual belief. If there was a God up there, she reasoned, he wouldn’t allow such horrors to be inflicted on one person.
Especially as she’d never done anything wrong.
That’s not true.
Ashley’s shivering grew worse. A long-rehearsed internal argument raised its head once again.
You ran away. You deserve this.
“No…” she whispered, the sound coming out in a low moan.
She closed her eyes. Or perhaps they had been closed this whole time. It was impossible to say. Fragments of the dream played across her vision in kaleidoscopic explosions of color.
It was cold. So damn cold.
The first lone snowflakes of a coming storm danced in the wind. Ashley followed the path of one of them with her eyes. She was sitting on the hard sidewalk, wrapped in a too-thin winter coat, nothing thicker than a couple of sheets of cardboard underneath her.
Her teeth began to chatter. She tried to stop them as she stared up into the graying night sky, her gaze still tracking that same snowflake. It was light and carefree, falling then soaring with no discernible pattern. She wondered if it would ever settle, or whether it would just dance on forever, with no earthly burdens to hold it back.
When it disappeared from sight, Ashley’s chin slumped forward to her chest. Her eyes settled on the empty paper coffee cup on the sidewalk in front of her. Somebody had left a dollar bill inside it while she was distracted. He was the first. He didn’t know it, but it was a birthday present.
She was sixteen years old today.
Ashley reached forward and snatched it from the cup. Bitter experience had taught her not to leave such riches on show. Men in her position could leave the money visible to tempt others to give. Those same men had no shame. They would take from a small, skinny young girl without feeling either guilt or regret. She hid the bill by her breastbone. They could still take it from there. But hopefully not today.
When she next looked up, he was standing there. The first one. His car was parked on the side of the street. It was an old muscle car; she didn’t remember what model. He was standing by the door. As she watched, he pulled it open.
“Come on in,” he said, smiling at her. “It’s warm.”
Ashley sat bolt upright in bed. Her heart raced, feeling like it might burst out of her chest at any moment. She struggled to breathe. It was the same every time. All this time, and she still saw his face.
A tear trickled down her cheek. She wiped it away angrily with the back of her hand, her mind still thick and confused. This didn’t make any sense. She couldn’t be dead. She wouldn’t feel this crappy if she was.
With her eyes wide open for the first time, Ashley looked all around herself. Her movements were jerky and uncoordinated, but there was a purpose to them. It didn’t take too long for her to realize that she wasn’t surrounded by blackness at all. As her consciousness began to return with shocking suddenness, she realized she was in a dark room.
In a bed. A real bed.
Where the hell am I?
A few tendrils of moonlight trickled through the blinds over the window. But Ashley’s eyes were drawn to the line of electric light that spilled underneath the bedroom door. Terror gripped her at the realization that someone had to be out there. She couldn’t remember where she was or how she had gotten here. And as she sat there, panting silently, trying to keep as quiet as possible lest she attract unwanted attention, another force attacked her.
Her stomach cramped, and she doubled over the side of the bed. She was unable to prevent a mouthful of vomit from spattering against the floor. It sounded impossibly loud in the quiet and the dark.
Even as her throat burned from the acid, Ashley clamped her hands over her mouth. The shivering returned, more intense now than ever before.
Oh God.
On the opposite side of the room, she heard a scrape, then a knock as the door suddenly swung open and bumped gently against the wall. Light flooded in from the next-door room. It was dim, but impossibly bright for Ashley’s dilated pupils.
She scrambled backward in the bed, clutching the covers around her shoulders as though they were armor. She closed her eyes.
“Ashley, it’s okay,” a woman’s voice said. She sounded far away. “You’re safe. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”
Ashley screwed her eyes shut and clenched her teeth together. She tried to block out the world. Why couldn’t she remember where she was?
“I promise you, Ashley, you’re safe here. We—we didn’t know what to do with you. If you want to leave, you can. We’ll take you wherever you want to go. If there’s someone you want to talk to, we’ll make that happen. Anything you want.”
Still Ashley said nothing. This had to be a dream. Maybe if she just stayed silent and said nothing, it would all fade away. She didn’t want to—couldn’t—believe that what this woman was saying was true.
She’d allowed herself to hope before. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.
The woman tried one more time. Despite herself, Ashley thought she sounded nice. Caring. Concerned. It’d been a long time since anybody had talked to her that way.
“Ashley, you’re in a hunting cabin. Nobody knows you’re here. We brought you here last night. You were kind of out of it. If you want, we’ll call 911 right now. They’ll get you the help you need.”
Panic surged through her. She shook her head violently. “Not the police!”
The woman sounded surprised. “Okay. Not the police. Anything you want.”
Her eyes still closed, Ashley whispered, “Who are you?”
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It was barely light when Blake pulled up outside the gate of Red’s Self Storage about a mile outside of Northern Pines. According to the sign just outside the razor-wire topped fence, the place was home to over forty twenty-foot shipping containers at low, low rates. Security cameras bristled off the gate post and were dotted all around the complex.
Blake frowned as the gate slowly began sliding open before she was even done rolling down her window to press the call button. The cause of this became instantly clear when she saw Marci standing on the opposite side. She was dressed in a warm winter jacket, the zipper pulled up over her chin, and her hands were thrust into her pockets.
“Thanks,” Blake said after driving forward a few feet and stopping beside the woman.
“No problem,” Marci said. She stamped her feet against the ground then pulled her hands out and blew on her fingers. She cocked her head sideways. “New car?”
“Long story,” Blake replied without elaborating.
She glanced at the dashboard clock: 8:03 a.m. Ashley should be asleep a while longer, after they’d given her a sleeping pill to help take the edge off her withdrawal. The young woman had taken it without either protest or question.
That’s a problem for another day.
Still, Blake knew she needed to get back sooner rather than later. She needed to be there when Ashley woke back up. She knew that Ryan was a good, trustworthy man. But Ashley had no reason to believe that. It wasn’t fair to leave her alone with him any longer than she had to.
“Sure. Thanks for coming so quickly. I haven’t told the detectives yet. Wanted to show you first. I don’t even know why.” She laughed bitterly. “Not like the cops in this town are worth a damn, anyway.”
Blake squinted. “I thought CID was handling the investigation.”
Marci shrugged. “Not anymore. Guess they figured Kyle wasn’t worth it.”
She spoke in a tone of numbed frustration, like she knew she was supposed to be angry but had long ago realized that it wouldn’t get her anywhere.
“So what did you find?”
“It’s better I show you,” Marci said. She jerked her head toward a car parked at the far end of a concrete yard around which the storage containers had been arranged in a rectangle. One of the containers was already open.
Blake glanced up at a nearby security camera, knowing that it would be recording and also that there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. Maybe Marci was right, and the cops in this town wouldn’t even bother doing their due diligence. If it was her case, she would have pulled the security footage and scrolled through as many days as it took to find out who went in and out of Kyle’s storage container.
But it wasn’t. And she’d come too far to turn back now. Besides, the hunger to know what was inside gnawed at her belly.
“Okay.”
She drove up alongside Marci’s car and parked behind it. It took Kyle’s ex-wife a couple more seconds to walk back over to the storage container. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she looked exhausted. Blake guessed she hadn’t slept much.
“I came here last night,” she explained as she pulled open the already-unlocked double doors. “My boy’s real broken up. Kyle was his hero. A real-life action man. I hid all the bad stuff from him.”
“You’re a good mom,” Blake said, wondering if she believed it. You couldn’t hide everything from kids, no matter how hard you tried. They had a way of seeing through your white lies. Maybe it was better to be honest.
Maybe ask that again when you’re a mom, she thought. And until then, keep your mouth shut.
“Yeah, maybe,” Marci said. She didn’t sound like she believed it. She slapped the container’s interior wall. A metallic sound rang out.
“We rented this place right after we broke up. My new place was too small to take all our furniture. Kyle didn’t want it. There’s also some of his hunting gear and some Army shit. I kept our wedding albums, couldn’t bring myself to throw them away. That’s why I came here. I wanted to look at them. Remind myself what the real Kyle was like. And maybe show my kid.”
Blake kept silent. She followed Marci inside the container. It had a musty, unaired smell that quickly dissipated as fresh oxygen flushed through.
Marci pointed at the open top drawer of a chest of drawers. It was solid oak construction and looked like it had once taken pride of place in a master bedroom before it was shut away in the darkness.
“Didn’t expect to find that,” she said.
Blake took a step forward. She pulled out her cell phone, quickly powered it up and turned on the flashlight. The beam danced over a messy pile.
She whipped her head around and asked urgently, “Did you touch anything?”
Marci shook her head firmly. “I’m not stupid.”
“Good,” Blake muttered. She transferred the cell phone to her left hand and reached into her back pocket for a pair of nitrile gloves taken from a box in the cabin’s first-aid kit. She quickly donned them and returned her attention to the items that Marci had found.
First was a handgun. A 9mm pistol, along with two spare magazines of ammunition. Blake snapped a couple of quick photos but didn’t touch either item. There was no point. She didn’t have access to either the laboratory or the personnel she would need to match the handgun’s rifling pattern to any previous recovered bullets.
She moved on quickly to the item that had first caught her attention. It was a large resealable plastic bag containing several hundred pale pink pills. They were large, each about the size of a Tylenol. She brought the flashlight beam closer to the bag and studied the drugs more carefully. They were a uniform shape and size, but not precisely so. Unlike prescription medication, many had slight impurities. The stamping marks on top—the letters FA—had imperfections. Some of the pills weren’t stamped at all.
“Do you know what this is?” Blake asked as she snapped multiple pictures, including close-ups of individual pills.
She heard the hardness in Marci’s voice as the woman replied. “No idea. But Elijah’s toys are in the next drawer down.”
Blake didn’t open that box. “Do you have a tissue or something?”
“What for? Never mind. I’ll get one from the car.”
As Marci exited the container, Blake popped open the bag and pulled out several pills, which she set on the bottom of the drawer. She resealed the bag and left it where she’d found it.
Finally she moved on to the final object: a thin stack of glossy paper, messily sorted. They were face down, and some of the sheets had tears in the corners. There were about half a dozen of them. Blake took several photos before gently lifting the pages into the air and flipping them around.
“Shit,” she whispered, her eyes widening as she put the pieces together. She was holding printed-out photographs just like the one she’d discovered in Caleb’s loft. Exactly the same, down to the tear marks where they had evidently been ripped down in a hurry.
“What is it?”
Instinctively Blake turned the images away from Marci. “You don’t want to see this,” she warned.
Marci’s footsteps reverberated on the shipping container’s drum skin floor. Her voice was determined. “The hell I don’t.”
Blake slowly flipped the stack of surveillance shots face up. The first image was of Kyle Thompson striding toward the Leopard Lounge strip club. It looked like it was shot in the same sequence as the one Blake had found earlier.
“You piece of shit,” Marci whispered. She reached out for the photo, but Blake knocked her hand away.
She knew what Marci was focusing on. Kyle had his fingernails dug into a woman’s upper arm. He was dragging her toward the club’s front entrance. Her face was hidden from the camera, but it was evident she was being manhandled against her will.
“I’m sorry, Marci,” Blake said.
“What was he doing?” she said coldly.
“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Blake said guardedly. She turned to the next image. It was of Kyle disappearing into the Leopard Lounge, the girl in tow.
“I married that asshole,” Marci spat, venom in her tone.
Blake said nothing. She flipped through each of the images in turn. The third image appeared to have been taken in the same sequence, though Kyle was now alone, standing outside of the club. He was staring out into the night, seemingly directly into the camera lens.
Does he know someone’s out there? Blake wondered.
Was that how Caleb had ended up on someone’s hit list? Had Kyle somehow cottoned on to the fact that he was being watched and followed her brother home? Or was she just jumping to wild theories?
She ground her teeth together in frustration. It was impossible to say.
Realizing that Marci was impatiently waiting for her to turn to the next photograph, Blake did so. Unlike the grainy nighttime shots of the first sequence, the next three were all taken during the day. Again the images had been shot with a distant lens, and a slight glare and distortion in the foreground indicated they were taken from behind a car window.
Kyle was standing face to face with an unknown male in what looked like the back of an industrial site. The other man’s back was to the camera. Blake wished she could zoom in on Kyle’s face. She got the sense that he was scared. If not scared, then at least concerned.
She turned to the next photo. It looked like it had been taken just a couple of shots of frames later, but the unknown man was drawing his fist back as if to strike. She turned to the last. This time the man’s face was visible in profile. His teeth were bared in a snarl as he launched a powerful blow through the air. Kyle’s eyes had gone comically wide as he anticipated the impact.
Marci gasped.
“Do you know this man?” Blake asked, pointing at the aggressor with a gloved finger.
She shook her head. “I’ve never seen him.”
Blake bit the inside of her lip. This was evidence that Kyle had had a dispute with somebody before he died. Something heated enough to turn to physical violence. “Well, he sure knew your ex-husband,” she sighed.
“Looks like he knew him well,” Marci said flatly. “Took me years before I wanted to hit him.”
Blake snapped cell phone shots of each of the glossy photographs, then placed all of the items exactly where she had found them. She thanked Marci and promised to keep her updated with the progress of her digging.
Before returning to the cabin, she pulled over in a drive-through parking lot and searched the Internet for harm reduction charities in or near North Carolina. She scrolled through half a dozen before she found one that offered a drug purity testing service. “No questions asked. Discretion guaranteed.”
She tapped on the number and waited for somebody to pick up.
“Break the Cycle, Jordan speaking.”
“Hi,” Blake said, artificially deepening her voice to make herself sound a little older. “My name’s—Well, maybe that doesn’t matter. I found a pill in my son’s things. I’m worried he might be using again.”
“And you’re looking to get it tested?” Jordan replied. “No problem.”
Blake made herself sound hesitant. It felt unnatural. “The thing is, I’m worried about… you know, I don’t want anything getting on his record. I just want him to get the help he needs.”
“Ma’am, we don’t report results generated by our testing service to law enforcement. Never have, never will. Our goal here at Break the Cycle is to help people like you and your son.”
“How quickly could I get the pill tested?” Blake asked. “I’ll pay whatever it takes. The sooner I get him into rehab the better. But I need proof.”
“We offer a forty-eight-hour service for $349, with results delivered to your email inbox. We are a nonprofit, and all the money goes to—”
“Perfect,” Blake said, neatly cutting him off. “I just need your address.”
She noted it down, along with payment instructions, and then hung up the call. The napkin containing the samples of the pills taken from the shipping container was still sitting on her lap. She carefully pulled the tissue paper away and studied them carefully. Half a dozen pink pills stared back at her, like acne blotches on porcelain skin.
“Definitely not legit,” she murmured. Even in better light, they didn’t remind her of anything she’d seen previously in her career.
Perhaps that was a good thing. Rare might mean traceable. Or it might mean nothing. Either way, it would take forty-eight hours to find out.
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“Coffee?”
Blake nodded appreciatively. It was already mid-morning, and light was streaming through the cabin’s windows, but she felt sluggish. She’d barely slept the previous night, and her exhaustion had been compounded by the early start to meet Marci at the storage yard. “Yes, please. You’re a lifesaver.”
Ryan smiled. “Do I get a raise?”
He lifted the filter coffeepot and poured a second cup. “Black?”
“You know it,” Blake said. “And sure, you’ll get your raise right about the time I figure out what I’m going to do with the rest of my life.”
Grimacing, Ryan said, “I was hoping it would be a little earlier than the heat death of the universe.”
Blake snorted out loud. In truth, she liked the teasing. Hell, just talking to another human being was nice. She hadn’t done much of that since she’d left the Army. “Jackass.”
“I try,” Ryan said, hiding a self-satisfied smile. But not very well.
“So how’s our girl?” Blake asked.
“Still fast asleep,” Ryan said. “I checked on her about half an hour ago. She looks a little pale, but at least she’s getting some rest.”
“That’s good,” Blake said as she took her first sip of coffee. She closed her eyes and savored the taste. Or at least the caffeine. She wasn’t actually completely convinced she liked the flavor of the drink she couldn’t live without.
Lowering her voice so that there was no chance she could be overheard, Blake voiced the concern that had occupied her dreams all night. “We need to get her something for the withdrawal. She’s been addicted to opiates for a long time. Years. Letting her go cold turkey is risky. The shock could kill her.”
“I was thinking about that,” Ryan replied, matching Blake’s tone. “A buddy of mine got hooked on OxyContin years back. I visited every day while they were weaning him off. I remember what drug they used. Codeine phosphate.”
“I’m guessing that’s not stuff you can buy over the counter,” Blake said.
Ryan shook his head. The corners of his mouth perked up as he said, “No. But as it happens, it’s what they prescribed me in the hospital for this piece of crap.”
He tapped his leg.
“I don’t suppose you kept any in your medicine cabinet, did you?” Blake asked, holding her breath.
“Never took a single pill,” Ryan said. “I’ve got boxes of the stuff still lying around. We’d have to do some research on the correct doses, but I’ve definitely got enough to get Ashley clean.”
“What did I say—lifesaver.”
Ryan turned away to refill his cup. Blake caught the hint of a smile on his face before it disappeared from her sight. She walked over to the couch and sat down, folding her knees underneath her.
Cupping her fingers around the coffee, she said, “We need to work out what we do next.”
After joining her, Ryan said, “I had some thoughts on that also.”
“Of course you did,” Blake muttered. No matter how hard she tried to turn herself into a morning person, nothing worked. And yet people like Ryan seemed to sit up in bed with a fully formed plan of attack for the day in their head.
Before Ryan could continue, Blake looked up. A thought occurred to her. “Where’s Axe?”
Ryan grinned. “He’s already got you wrapped around his little paw, hasn’t he? Don’t worry, he’s fine. I built him a doggy door a couple months ago. He’s got his own enclosed run in the backyard, and his food and water are on a timer. He’ll be fine for a few more hours.”
“I guess you’ve thought of everything.”
“One of us needs to go pick up supplies,” Ryan said, raising his left hand slightly and counting off the items with his fingers. “We need Ashley’s meds, fresh clothes, food, some burner phones, and as much cash as we can get our hands on. Basically everything we need to keep her safe here for as long as necessary.”
“What about a doctor?” Blake asked. She spoke softly. “You’ve seen her. Even if we get her through withdrawal without any major issues, she can’t be healthy. She’s got cuts and bruises all over her body. She’s twenty pounds too skinny, and I’d be shocked if she didn’t have at least one infection.”
“You’re right,” Ryan mused. “Let me handle that. I might know someone we can trust.”
Blake finished her coffee. She stared mournfully at the empty cup and then set it down. “We also need to speak to Sarah Whitley, the wife of the dead CID agent. We need to find out if there’s more to his death than meets the eye.”
She stood up and walked to the hook on the wall by the front door where she’d hung her jacket the previous night. Reaching inside, she extracted her house keys and tossed them to Ryan.
“Are you okay to grab me some clothes? It’s probably better if I stay here and watch Ashley. That sleeping pill could wear off at any moment.”
“No problem,” he replied, easily catching them one-handed before sliding them into his pants pocket. “Any particular closets you want me to avoid?”
Blake shook her head sadly. “I hate to break it to you, but if you think you’ll find anything exciting in my underwear drawer, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”
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“I’m sorry I was sick before,” Ashley said, cringing as she exited the bathroom wrapped in an enormous towel. It seemed to swallow her whole. She’d stirred about half an hour earlier, though she was still half-asleep when Blake ushered her into the shower to clean off.
“Don’t worry about it,” Blake said, shooting Ashley a warm smile. She tried to conceal the look of worry that automatically crossed her face at the sight of the girl. She looked half-starved. “It’s already forgotten.”
Ashley walked slowly over to her. Her arms were clasped around her chest. She looked pale and sick. Blake hadn’t asked why, but it was obvious. Her pupils were a little dilated from the sleeping pill, but at least she’d slept for a solid stretch. Almost eight hours. She looked stronger for it.
“I heard a man’s voice,” Ashley whispered through gritted teeth. “From the other side of the door. Who is he?”
Blake glanced automatically in the direction Ashley indicated. “His name is Ryan,” she said. “His friend owns this place. He’s nice. He won’t come in here. You don’t need to worry; he won’t hurt you. He’s about to head out on a supply run. If you want, he can keep his distance for now.”
“I remember him,” Ashley said, blinking a couple of times with what appeared to be confusion. Her forehead knotted into a frown. “He was in the Last Chance.”
“He was.” Blake nodded.
“Who—” Ashley began before pausing to compose herself. She seemed jittery. “Who are you people? Why did you bring me here?” She grew even more pale and began to hyperventilate. “Oh God. Colton will be looking for me. He’ll hurt me when he finds me. You have to take me back!”
“No one’s going to find you,” Blake said. The words came out more harshly than she’d intended. Perhaps she was trying to convince herself. They’d taken a huge risk by bringing Ashley here. Not for themselves, but for her. The men in the bar thought they owned her. And in their conception of justice, the debt would not be settled until blood had been spilled.
She swallowed and consciously relaxed her tone. “Ashley, no one knows this place exists. The owner is abroad. I turned my phone off on the drive here, and we made sure we weren’t followed. I used to be a federal agent. I’ve protected witnesses and Army generals before. Believe me, you’re safe.”
“You don’t understand. He’ll come for me and…” Ashley said, wrapping her arms around her knees and rocking back and forth.
Blake searched her mind for a way to convince the girl. In the end, she gave up. Ashley’s fear wasn’t exactly rational, but after all she’d been through, it wasn’t irrational, either. Instead she changed tack.
“Look, I laid some clothes out on the chair. They belong to the guy who owns this place, so they’ll be a bit big. But you should put them on. You need to keep warm.”
Ashley meekly did as she was told. Blake’s heart ached for her. She hoped desperately that one day soon she would be able to think and act for herself. A couple of minutes later, she was dressed in a pair of thick man’s socks, gray sweatpants that she’d rolled up several times around her ankles, and a dark green sweatshirt with the letters ARMY printed on it in yellow.
“Is he a soldier?” she whispered.
Blake didn’t understand. “Who, Ryan?”
“The man who owns this cabin.”
“Yes. He’s Ryan’s friend. He’s deployed right now. Nobody knows about this place.”
Ashley spoke so quietly that Blake almost didn’t catch her response. “They’re soldiers too.”
Speaking without thinking, Blake said, “Who?”
When she saw Ashley shrink, the question provoking a physical fear response, she crumpled with sorrow. “Oh honey, I’m sorry.”
She reached out tentatively and opened her arms wide, wanting to wrap them around Ashley, but also desperate to give the girl the choice that she’d been denied for so long.
Ashley looked confused at first. Then understanding blossomed on her face. She sank into Blake’s embrace, and the two women clung to each other for several long minutes. Blake held Ashley tightly as she wept silently into her hair, the flow of tears making Blake’s top damp. They sat on the bed, and she rocked gently from side to side in an attempt to soothe her.
“Let it out,” she whispered as she stroked Ashley’s hair. “You’re safe now. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise.”
“I can’t,” Ashley finally replied, her tone raw with despair. “I’m trying, but I can’t.”
“Just do what you have to.”
“They’ll hear me if I cry,” Ashley said, unconsciously slipping into the present tense. It was a marker, Blake knew, of how long it would take the girl to heal.
After a time, the tears dried up. Blake kept holding on, and Ashley didn’t let go. She couldn’t have said how long they sat there like that. But eventually Blake began to talk. She felt an overwhelming urge to explain why they had brought Ashley here. Why they had risked the girl’s life without even having the courtesy to ask.
“My brother was a soldier too,” she said, feeling the way Ashley tensed up at the mention of the word. “He died six months ago.”
“I’m sorry,” Ashley whispered.
How can she have compassion for me? Blake thought. After all she’s been through…
“I don’t think his death was a suicide. I think the—the people who had you, I think they killed him. And I’m trying to find out why.”
“What was his name?”
Blake shut her eyes and swallowed. She felt drained, as if the evening’s events—particularly since Ashley had woken up—had taken everything out of her. “Caleb.”
Ashley stiffened. Blake sat up sharply, a hit of adrenaline supplying fresh energy. She knew she would pay for it later.
Was this why Willow told me about the Last Chance?
She eyed Ashley carefully, wanting to ask why the name was familiar, not daring to speak in case she spooked her.
In the end, Ashley spoke first. “What’s your boyfriend doing”—she gestured at the bedroom door—"in there?”
With a laugh that helped break the tension, Blake replied, “Ryan’s not my boyfriend. He’s just… a friend. He knew my brother.”
A good friend, she realized. Normal people didn’t go to these lengths for a woman they barely knew.
“He should be here,” Ashley whispered softly.
Blake frowned. “Are you sure? I know he’ll understand if you’re not ready to speak in front of him.”
She didn’t mean Ryan. She meant any man.
“He’s the reason I’m here, isn’t he?” Ashley said. “He took me out of that place. He deserves to be here.”
Blake just nodded, stunned by the vehemence in the girl’s tone. She crossed the room and opened the door to call Ryan in from the sofa. He entered cautiously, as though stepping into an unbroken stallion’s stall, and found a position by the wall on the opposite side of the room.
As she watched him first cross his arms, then hastily uncross them and leave them by his sides, Blake realized that he’d put as much distance between himself and Ashley as was possible in the cramped bedroom.
“Thank you,” Ashley whispered, fixing Ryan with a teary stare. She closed her eyes. “Can I tell you what happened to me?”
“In your own time,” Blake said. “Stop whenever you need to.”
She was desperate for a fresh lead in their investigation, but there were more important considerations here than getting answers. They needed to treat Ashley with extreme sensitivity. She’d been through enough to break most people.
In her own time, Ashley started to speak. “I ran away from home almost three years ago. Just after my fifteenth birthday. My stepdad wasn’t a good man. Most of the time he was quiet, but when he drank, he turned angry.”
She swallowed.
Out of the corner of her eye, Blake watched as Ryan made a tight fist, nails biting into his palms, the force turning his knuckles white. She felt the same rush of anger and nausea. Those animals had done this to a kid.
“He would use his fists when he didn’t get his way. Sometimes even when he did. One night I woke up and saw him on the other side of the room, just staring.” She shivered, then her eyes snapped wide open, filled with guilt and fear. “He never touched me!”
Blake shot the young girl the most compassionate look she could muster. “But he was going to,” she whispered.
“Yeah.” Ashley sniffed. “I guess. Maybe.”
“What about your mom?” Blake asked carefully.
“He broke her.” Ashley shrugged, stating the awful truth with almost unbelievable casualness. “She was a good mom. She tried, anyway. But she didn’t protect me. Not from him. I looked her up on Facebook a few months later…”
“So you ran,” Blake said, prompting Ashley to continue with her story. She didn’t want the girl to linger on her pain, though she suspected much more was to come.
“Yeah, I ran. It took me a few months, but I ended up in Charlotte. There were a few of us kids. We lived under a bridge over the highway. At least when the cops didn’t break up our camps. It was kind of fun at first,” she said, letting out a bitter laugh. “I was so stupid.”
“You weren’t,” Blake said forcefully. “You were young. You didn’t know any different. There’s a distinction.”
“Maybe,” Ashley said. Blake narrowed her gaze, noticing a sheen of sweat on the girl’s forehead. “It took a few months before I tried pills. Not until it got cold. You don’t know what it’s like sleeping in a bag on the sidewalk, cops moving you on at four in the morning, jerks spitting on you when they’re drunk, or worse.”
She gritted her teeth. “I should never have touched them. They ruined my life.”
“You can beat it.”
“Sure,” Ashley agreed. She looked doubtful.
“Anyway, one day a guy offered me a place to stay. Somewhere warm. A proper bed. For a couple weeks, he treated me like a princess. Bought me nice clothes, took me to restaurants. He even bought me a necklace. It was Tiffany.”
Blake wanted to close her eyes. She’d heard this story before. It was an old one. It never got any easier in retelling. But she kept them open and focused on Ashley. The girl had lived this pain. It was the least she could do to listen.
“And then he started asking you for favors,” she whispered. “Just to help him out. Little ones at first.”
Ashley nodded. Her tone was flat. “Yeah. A month after that, he was tricking me out.”
She fell quiet. Blake let the silence develop, not wanting to intrude. When it stretched past a minute and she saw the noiseless tears pouring from Ashley’s eyes, she said, “We don’t have to finish this now. We don’t have to finish this at all, if it’s too painful.”
“My mom passed away,” Ashley whispered. “I saw the posts on her Facebook profile. One of them said she died of a broken heart. I killed my mom.”
“The hell you did,” Ryan said firmly. “You made a choice to save yourself. Don’t ever feel bad for that.”
“Yeah. And how did that work out?” Ashley asked rhetorically. She looked forlorn and began hugging her torso. “Who are you guys? Cops?”
“No,” Blake answered honestly. “But I was.”
“But you’re trying to get the guys who hurt your brother?” Ashley pressed.
Blake nodded.
“Then I want to keep going. Maybe I can help. At least then my entire life wasn’t wasted.” She swallowed, her mouth appearing dry.
“Okay,” Blake said. “The guy who—the guy you just mentioned. Do you still see him?”
Ashley shook her head. She spoke so matter-of-factly it took Blake a moment to process the revelation. “He sold me.”
“For what?” Ryan blurted out, horrified.
“A few ounces of heroin. He dealt it on the side. Most of them do. His name was Jackson. He was the one who got me hooked on tar. Cheaper than pills. Harder to quit.”
She swallowed again. Dry mouth, Blake guessed. Another symptom of withdrawal. Her last fix was over 12 hours ago. If she’d been hooked on opiates for years, then going cold turkey could physically endanger her health.
“Who did he sell you to?” Ryan said through gritted teeth. Blake shot him a look, but Ashley seemed to understand that his rage wasn’t meant for her.
“Trevor,” Ashley replied. Her eyes darted around the bedroom as if she was worried about being overheard. “Trevor Hicks. He was the one who brought me to Fayetteville. He had me, you know, working. At the strip club, first.”
“Leopard Lounge?” Blake interjected quickly.
Ashley nodded. “Then on the street. I got busted down pretty quick. Couldn’t handle the drugs. A few months back, they started giving us more smack. Easier to keep us in line, I guess. I’ve been trying to quit. Slowly.” Tears shone in her eyes. “But it’s hard.”
“They drug you up when you work?” Ryan asked flatly.
“Usually, they give us a bump before they take us to the customers,” Ashley replied, a flash of anger in her eyes now. “To make sure we’ve got enough energy.”
“Cocaine?” Blake asked.
Ashley nodded. “No. Some kind of upper. I’d never tried it before. They call it Cap.”
Blake narrowed her eyes, remembering the discovery in the storage container. “What does it look like?”
“Pills. Big ones. Sometimes yellow, sometimes pink. I saw it once.”
“Saw what?”
“Their supply. A whole stack of bricks of light brown powder. Dozens of them. That’s the heroin. Then the sacks of Cap. I was in the back of Trevor’s truck. He’d given me a big hit, and I was slumped over. I couldn’t really see, but the boxes caught my eye.”
“Boxes?”
“Big green ones.” Ashley nodded. “They looked pretty. They were in the middle of a big warehouse, I think. It was half an hour’s drive from the Last Chance. I heard shouting. The other guys weren’t happy Trevor had brought me there. I pretended to be unconscious. I was high, but I’m not stupid.”
“No,” Blake replied in a whisper. Ashley was a lot of things, but she wasn’t stupid.
She’s a survivor.
“Do you remember anything else about the warehouse?” Blake asked. “Where it was, any signs on the outside? The layout?”
“No,” Ashley replied, looking strained and upset that she couldn’t remember. “When I woke up, we were already inside. I guess it had to be big enough to drive a truck into. After that, I kept my eyes shut so they wouldn’t see I was awake. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Ryan said firmly. “What about the guys? Do you remember their names?”
He said it in a calm tone but one that was laced with menace. Blake kept her face expressionless. She had no sympathy for anyone who had a hand in what had happened to Ashley.
Ashley shivered. She closed her eyes and appeared to retreat inside herself. After about thirty seconds, she gave a little shake of the head and opened them back up. “The ones in charge?”
“Start with them.”
“Trevor, obviously. His last name is Hicks. I think I said that.”
“You did,” Blake assured her. Ashley was definitely acting jumpier, and she was pretty sure it was the withdrawal kicking in. They needed to come up with a fix for that—fast. “Take your time. You’re doing great.”
“Mostly I just saw Trevor. Sometimes he hung around with a guy called Brody. I think he was scared of him.”
“Trevor was scared?”
Ashley nodded firmly. “Brody had scary eyes. Real cold. When he looked at you, I don’t think he saw a person looking back. And then there was Darryl. He owned the strip club. I didn’t see him much.”
Blake’s lips pursed. “Ashley, can I show you a couple of faces? See if you recognize them?”
She shrugged. “Sure.”
Blake pulled out her phone. She took out the Sim card before she powered it up so that there was no chance of it connecting to a data network. You couldn’t be too careful.
Most gangsters weren’t particularly tech-savvy. Unfortunately, the men they were up against weren’t everyday criminals. At least one and likely several of them were highly trained ex-US Army Special Forces soldiers. They would have access to skills and resources she wasn’t used to facing.
She opened up the gallery and selected the photograph of Kyle and the unknown man as what looked like a fight was breaking out. She showed Ashley the screen.
“Do you recognize either of these men?”
Ashley squinted, then tapped the screen. Her finger brushed Kyle’s face. “I’ve met this guy a few times. He hung around the Leopard Lounge. He did—kind of odd jobs.”
“What was he like?”
“He was a junkie, just like me,” Ashley said, her face full of certainty as she looked down at Axe.
“How do you know?”
Ashley shrugged. “I just do. You get a sense. He hid it well. But he was using. I’m sure of it. Sometimes he was real nice. He brought me a Taco Bell once. Didn’t ask for nothing in return. Another time he threw me into a wall. Almost broke my nose.”
She said it so matter-of-factly it almost didn’t register. Blake’s jaw knotted with anger.
She breathed out slowly to avoid transferring any of that rage to Ashley. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. He needed his fix. I’ve been there.”
Blake moved on. “What about the other guy?”
Ashley started to shiver more fiercely. She rocked back and forth, a pained expression on her face. “That’s Brody. The scary one. I don’t remember his last name.”
“You’ve given us more than enough to work with,” Blake said, cutting the debrief short. As desperate as she was to unravel all of Ashley’s secrets, the girl was far too fragile. They had a duty to care for her.
“Are you sure?” Ashley said, her voice weak. “I don’t mind…”
“You did great, Ashley,” Ryan said, the compassion in his voice breaking his incensed demeanor. “You don’t know how much this will help. We’re going to get them.”
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What the hell is that pounding?
The staccato noise paused for a second, then redoubled in intensity. It sounded like a woodpecker had latched on to the side of Trevor Hicks’ head and was trying to burrow right through to the opposite side.
He groaned and reached for the nearest pillow, which he placed over his head in a desperate and doomed attempt to block out the sound.
Not that it mattered. He was awake now anyway. And he had a splitting headache. The pounding really wasn’t helping with that.
“Trevor, open this fucking door.”
Trevor groaned louder in the hope that whoever was out there would take the hint and simply fuck the hell off. What time was it, anyway?
He rolled over in bed, covers falling from his naked body, and pushed the pillow aside. He opened eyes that were still sticky from sleep. He wasn’t surprised by how much light was streaming through the windows. Waking long after midday wasn’t unusual for Trevor.
“I’m coming!” he yelled.
Mercifully, the acknowledgment seemed to calm the banging, which immediately ceased. Despite the urgency in the tone of whoever was trying to attract his attention, Trevor didn’t hurry. He was in charge here, at least in this corner of Darryl’s organization. People were supposed to hurry for him and not the other way around.
Who the hell is that, anyway?
The only person he could think of was Colton, but why would he be here at this time of day? Or the more Trevor came to think of it, at any time at all? Prostitution wasn’t exactly a high-stakes line of work. At least not for the pimps. The girls were usually too drugged out to cause any trouble, and the customers knew better than to fuck with him.
Well, Darryl.
Trevor was sensible enough to admit that while he had certain skills of his own, his boss was on another level entirely. Darryl Hansen was a complete psychopath. The Army had given both of them the same training, but while Trevor had gone along with certain excesses because he was too chicken not to fall for the peer pressure, Darryl had reveled in the killing.
And then there was Brody Conner. Trevor shivered. The less he thought about that guy, the better. He was a killer, but he’d always aspired to be more than that. Trevor sensed he burned for control. For power.
The pounding on his front door resumed. The sound was somehow exactly in time with the hangover-induced throbbing in his skull, and it curdled his already sulphurous mood.
“I told you,” Trevor shouted irritably, “I’m coming!”
The desire not to have to listen to that damn banging again finally propelled him out of bed. He swung his feet onto the floor and rubbed the sleep from his eyes before forcing his aching body upright. He surveyed his bedroom through eyes that were—if only temporarily—sober.
And he didn’t like what he saw.
This place is a shithole.
Trevor knew he needed a cleaning service, but there were certain aspects about his lifestyle that didn’t really jive with a stranger walking through his front door once a week to go through his things. For a start, there was half a pound of Cap on his desk. The Ziploc bag was slightly open, and a scattering of pink dust marked the work surface.
He rumpled his hair and grimaced. He didn’t remember touching it after he got back late last night. But the evidence was right in front of him.
“You’re better than that,” he muttered. This wasn’t the first time he’d broken rule number one in this business: Don’t touch your own supply.
He pulled on a pair of boxer shorts but made no other attempt to hide his modesty. Though he wasn’t nearly as fit as he’d been when he’d gotten kicked out of the Army a couple years back, Trevor knew that he was in better shape than most men. That was why they were sheep and he was at the top of the food chain.
After stubbing his toe on an empty vodka bottle, Trevor let out an audible curse. He decided right there and then that he was going to get a cleaner. Maybe one of the girls could do it. He’d have to pick one of the bitches that wasn’t completely fucking zonked. That narrowed the field considerably.
He sneered with distaste. Cap was one thing—basically just amped-up caffeine—but heroin? He’d never touch that.
He walked to his front door and bent to slide back the first of three deadbolts. The door itself was reinforced with steel. He’d had it installed in the early days, before he started drinking and partying quite as much.
You need to get a hold of yourself, he thought as he slid the last and pulled the door open.
It was Brody Conner. His jaw was set, and a muscle pulsated on one side.
“Shit,” Trevor swore, suddenly shorn of his earlier confidence. “What are you doing here?”
“Where the fuck is Ashley, Trevor?”
“What do you mean?”
“She never came back this morning.”
Trevor stared numbly back at Darryl’s enforcer. His gut cramped from a combination of hunger and acid from the previous night’s partying. And, though he didn’t want to admit it, fear. His headache was only growing stronger with every passing second. He needed a glass of ice water. Or better yet, a beer.
“What are you talking about?”
He vaguely remembered a guy coming in the previous night and paying a few hundred bucks for the girl’s services. They’d all laughed about it. These days, Ashley was getting too fucked up to touch, even by the loose standards of their usual clientele.
“What time is it? She’s probably just late. I’ll get the guy to pay an extra fee when he brings her back.”
“Two-thirty,” Brody replied. The cold look on his face indicated he didn’t think Ashley was ever coming back.
“What?”
Brody showed Trevor his watch. It was 2:32 p.m.
Trevor flinched. He was nominally Brody’s superior in the organization, but the other man wasn’t acting that way. “She probably just slept in an alley somewhere. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
“Then go look for her.”
“What? You can’t speak to me that way.”
There was a cold gleam in Brody’s eyes that Trevor really didn’t like. “Not anymore.”
“Huh?”
“The boss put me in charge of your little”—Brody looked around at the entrance to Trevor’s place with a wrinkled nose—“fiefdom. You’ve fucked up for the last time. You’re done.”
“What? Bullshit. Darryl would have told me himself.”
“Those days are over. We don’t need the girls. Not anymore. And maybe we don’t need you either. Not the way you’re going.”
A cold chill ran through Trevor. “I’ll fix it, I swear. I’ll find her. I made the dude leave his phone at the bar. He will be on CCTV footage, too.”
Brody fixed him with a hard stare. “You better. There’s too much riding on this deal to let something like this fuck it up. So make sure that doesn’t happen. Because if it does, that bitch won’t be the only one who pays.”
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Blake showered, then dressed back in her original clothes. She went and stood at the entrance to Ashley’s bedroom, pulling the door open quietly in order to watch her sleep. Even from that distance, it was obvious that the sheets were soaked with sweat. The girl once more looked to be in an uneasy, restless slumber. Blake’s heart ached at the sight.
Something else about the sight made her breath stick in her throat. Had she been on this path herself, before Kyle turned up outside her front door? Would drink have spiraled into drugs? And having taken that turning once, could she find herself retracing her footsteps again?
That’s up to you.
She returned to the couch, her troubled mind turning back to chewing over what little they knew. She laid it all out for herself in the hope of dislodging a fresh lead from the dusty, exhausted shelves in her brain.
Ashley had been trafficked into a prostitution ring led by ex-soldiers which also dabbled in the sale of illegal narcotics—and operated a number of businesses in and around Monroe County, presumably to launder the proceeds. Kyle Thompson had somehow been mixed up with the gang.
“But why did they kill him?” she whispered. “And why now?”
An image of the bag of pills flashed across her mind’s eye. Had he stolen them? Ashley had said she thought Kyle was a junkie, and Blake had no reason to doubt her. But six months had passed since Caleb had lost his life. She guessed that the photos taken from her brother’s loft had been left in the shipping container at the same time as the drugs and the gun, though she couldn’t be certain.
Still, her brother’s loft must have been cleaned out before—or at the same time as—he died. She’d lived in the house ever since. If the pills were the reason Kyle had lost his life, why the long delay?
Had Kyle killed Caleb? But if so, why return to the scene of the crime? And who killed Kyle—the guy Ashley named as Brody, who months earlier had thrown a punch at him?
Blake ground her teeth together and pulled out her phone, this time navigating uneasily to the photograph in which it looked as though Kyle was staring directly into the camera lens. The more often she looked at it, the more she was certain he knew that there was a camera out there.
Had he made Caleb? Tracked him down and killed him?
But her brother would have been more careful than that. Blake was certain of it. She let out a deep, frustrated breath and tossed her cell phone aside.
Her subconscious picked up the sound of the rental car’s tires rumbling over the uneven dirt road long before she heard anything distinct. But the sense that someone was coming attracted her to the front porch. She stood behind the wooden railing, using the upright to disguise the wood-handled double-barreled shotgun in her hands. She’d shoved her pistol inside her waistband and a spare magazine into her left pants pocket.
Blake resolved that nobody was getting through her. At least not without a hell of a fight. At least once in the poor girl’s life, Ashley deserved for someone to look out for her.
She relaxed when she saw the front of the black SUV poking around the final corner that led to the hunting cabin, though she didn’t remove her finger from the side of the trigger guard until she saw Ryan’s face behind the wheel.
Blake held her finger in front of her lips as he climbed out of the vehicle to indicate that Ashley was still sleeping. He nodded his understanding and stepped gingerly around the vehicle to open the back door.
As Blake lowered the stock of the shotgun to the floor of the porch and rested it against the railings, she saw a set of jet-black front paws soaring through the air as Axe leapt out of the SUV. He touched down on the dirt driveway with surprising grace for a dog of his size, taking several lanky four-legged steps to absorb his momentum.
As soon as he came to a stop, Axe lifted his snout to the sky and took several deep breaths, as if he was taking in the scents of a whole new world. That job complete, he let out half a dozen impressively loud, throaty and somehow evidently satisfied barks.
Ryan desperately tried to shush the dog, but Blake guessed that the damage was already done. Ashley’s sleep had looked light—and Axe had barked loudly enough to wake the dead.
Her suspicions were confirmed a moment later when she glanced over her shoulder, through the transparent glass top half of the cabin’s front door, and saw Ashley peeking out from behind the doorframe, a nervous expression on her face.
“It’s okay,” Blake called out. “He’s friendly.”
Ashley walked to the front porch as though she wasn’t so sure. She was still wearing the gray sweatpants but had stripped off the green Army sweater and wore only an oversized white T-shirt underneath. The moment she opened the front door, Axe bounded over to her, his tail wagging furiously from side to side.
Blake tried to yank the dog by the collar and pull him away but held back at the last moment. The change in the expression on Ashley’s face was almost hard to fathom. The second Axe reached her, she dropped down to her haunches and let him lick her cheeks, not even pulling away as the dog’s slobber coated her skin.
She’s smiling!
“I used to have a dog,” Ashley explained a few moments later, a shadow briefly passing across her face. “Before.”
The moment of introspection didn’t last. Axe rolled over, belly up in a submissive posture. Ashley scratched the pale skin where his thick coat of fur waned, and one of the dog’s rear paws jackhammered with pleasure. Her face lit up with enjoyment, the simple act seeming to scour away years of hurt.
Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Are you magic? Trust me, he doesn’t do that for just anybody.”
“I’m just lucky, I guess,” Ashley replied, turning away shyly.
Blake winced. She clearly wasn’t accustomed to receiving praise. She made a note to herself to give her as much reinforcement as possible. Ashley wasn’t broken; she just needed to let her self-confidence shine. It was in there somewhere. It came out in fits and starts when she smiled, in the courage with which she spoke about what had happened to her.
It just needed to be freed.
“Are you hungry?” Ryan called out.
He stomped over to the SUV, cane in hand, and emerged with four full grocery bags. Blake moved to help him, but he brushed her away. He walked over to the front porch, forearms bulging as he carried three of the bags in one hand and balanced the last remaining one on top of the cane.
I got the meds, he mouthed at Blake, away from Ashley’s line of sight.
“Kinda,” Ashley murmured.
“How about pancakes?”
She nodded. “Are you sure? Only if it’s no trouble.”
“Hell no,” Ryan laughed. “I don’t care what time it is, there’s never a bad moment for pancakes. I bought maple syrup. The expensive kind.”
“You mean Canadian?” Blake joked.
“Don’t say that to my cousin in Vermont,” Ryan said before he disappeared inside. “She’s four foot nothing, but trust me when I say you don’t want to go toe to toe with her on a matter of honor.”
Blake hung back and watched as Ashley followed Ryan inside. Strangely, Axe clung to the girl like a limpet, his fiercely wagging tail thumping against the girl’s leg with almost every step. Every couple of seconds, he glanced up as if to check she was still there. She wondered if he could sense something in her, knew she needed protection.
Dogs were smart like that.
Ryan made three stacks of buttermilk pancakes from scratch, with lashings of crispy bacon and maple syrup on the side. On top of his, he added a knob of butter the size of a child’s clenched fist. Blake raised her eyebrow.
He grinned back. “My cardiologist is taking a day off.”
“Mm-hmm,” she replied, steeling her expression to avoid revealing the warmth she felt inside her. Ryan was a mystery wrapped up in an enigma, that was for sure. A veteran, a hardened killer, a self-professed cripple who didn’t seem to give two damns about what had happened to him and wouldn’t let it him hold him back.
And a good man, she thought. That was most important of all.
Ashley said nothing but wolfed down her entire plate, and then the third of Blake’s that she didn’t have the stomach to finish. Not that the pancakes didn’t taste incredible, but because Ryan’s portion control seemed better suited to his Army buddies than a woman he had sixty pounds on—even missing half a leg.
Though that didn’t appear to stop Ashley. After she finished, she carried her plate up to the sink, Axe following close behind.
“I think you should go and see Mrs. Whitley,” Ryan said when he was done, fixing his attention on Blake.
Blake’s eyes widened. Was it a good idea to discuss their investigation so freely in front of Ashley? She was still fragile. Anything could potentially set her off. She shot him a warning look, but he subtly shook his head in response.
What’s he up to?
She kept her voice level. “Why not you?”
“First off, I’m a man,” Ryan said. He wasn’t even attempting to keep his voice down. “If I went alone, I might spook her. And one of us should stay at the cabin right now as a safety precaution.”
He stopped, his lips pursing ever so slightly as if he wasn’t so sure he wanted to continue.
“Go on…” Blake said, her voice steely.
Ryan winced but met her gaze calmly. “You share something with her.”
“Which is?”
“You both lost somebody you love.”
Blake knew that Ryan was right, but right now, she wanted to punch him. Rationally, everything he was saying was correct. She shared common ground with Mrs. Whitley. Every investigator knew that demonstrating a shared touch point was the best way of getting a suspect or witness to open up.
Oh, woman up.
Misdirecting her grief and anger at Caleb’s fate on Ryan instead of those actually responsible for his death wouldn’t get the job done. Still, she didn’t trust her voice right now. Instead, she just nodded her acceptance, the motion tight and jerky.
Ryan shot her an apologetic glance. He stood, ignoring the cane resting against the dining table, and walked to a black backpack he’d carried in from the SUV. He pulled out a laptop, the corresponding charging cable, and half dozen small white electronics boxes. Blake squinted, then realized they contained cell phones.
The burner kind.
He carried two of the boxes back over to the table, along with the laptop in his other arm. His limp became more pronounced as he tried to balance the various items.
“I’ll go this evening,” Blake said once he returned to the table. He set the boxes down with an audible sigh of relief. “We don’t know what kind of hornets’ nest we kicked up last night. We need to move fast.”
It would have been this morning, technically, Blake guessed, before the bad guys figured out that anything was wrong. Still, Ryan was right. They couldn’t ignore the possibility that their opponents would put two and two together.
They would already be on high alert. The disappearance of one of their girls might just be chalked off as a coincidence.
But she wouldn’t put money on it.
“I have her number here somewhere,” Ryan said. He slid one of the burner phone boxes across the table to her. “Let me dig it out for you.”
Blake shook her head. “No need. Do you have her address?”
Ryan nodded but shot her a quizzical look. “I’ll send it to you. She lives just outside of Pinehurst.”
“I prefer to surprise witnesses,” Blake explained. “If they’re trying to hide something, it gives them less time to cook up a story.”
“Smart.”
Blake shrugged. “I don’t have a badge. Maybe she won’t speak to me at all.”
She stood up, and her eyes drifted for the first time to Ashley. She was sitting on the sofa facing the dining table. Axe had jumped up with her, his limbs splayed out at her side. Blake’s stomach sank. Could she leave the girl on her own with Ryan? Was that fair to her, after everything she’d been through?
As if reading the expression on her face, Ashley met her eyes. She spoke softly, but there was a hardness in her expression. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine here. I want you to get the people who did this to me.”
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Blake drove toward Pinehurst—the next town over from Northern Pines—with a dozen questions turning over in her brain. It took half the drive before she understood why Ryan had been so blasé with the details of the case in front of Ashley. Somehow he’d understood that despite all the trauma she’d been through, she wasn’t looking to be babied. She didn’t need the awful truth of her prior existence to be hidden from her.
She’d lived it once.
Now she wanted to face up to it.
“Turn left onto Lincoln Drive,” the electronic female voice of her navigation app chimed. “Your destination is fifty yards on the right.”
Blake duly turned left, observing that she would probably have followed that voice into the fires of hell itself, or at least off the edge of a cliff just out of force of habit.
Lincoln Drive looked much the same as the road she’d just turned off: marked every twenty or thirty yards by another identical mid-century bungalow. Most had a front yard outlined by a white picket fence. The only factor that differentiated them was the choice of paint color. On the other side of the street, she passed a home that had been painted a shade of dark gray that was almost black. So was the fence that surrounded it.
Not my vibe.
Blake indicated and slipped in behind a red Subaru SUV that sat under a carport. She turned the engine off and sat there for a few moments, her previous train of thought still revolving in her head.
How had Ryan known?
Perhaps it had something to do with the trauma that he had faced himself. She hadn’t known him before his brush with death, but both through her own time in the Army and through meeting her brother’s friends, she’d met endless men like him. Warriors who prided themselves on maintaining peak physical fitness, of pitting themselves against any and all challenges and coming out on top.
To have that torn away from him an instant must have been almost impossible to bear. Maybe he’d seen something in Ashley that he recognized in himself.
“Stop procrastinating,” Blake muttered to herself.
She glanced out of the window and focused on the bungalow. Number 151. A streetlight hung over the sidewalk just in front of it, providing a cone of electric light that cut through the evening gloom. The home was painted a bright, lively shade of yellow. It reminded Blake of a field of sunflowers.
The coat of paint looked relatively fresh. Few signs of either age or weathering were visible to the naked eye. She wondered whether Sarah and her husband had painted it together. She pictured them picking out the shade as they prepared a home for their future child.
Blake frowned as she noticed something else: a realtor’s sign with the words FOR SALE written underneath a friendly and impossibly handsome man’s face. Sarah Whitley intended to move. And it didn’t look like she was coming back.
She tugged the door handle and stepped out. A nighttime chill was in the air. Blake welcomed it. A bracing breeze slapped her in the face and helped her to wake up. She was running on empty after the previous night.
After taking a moment to compose herself, Blake walked up to the bungalow. These meetings were never easy. All grieving family members behaved in different ways. Some shut down completely. Others refused to talk. A few tried to help but were rendered completely insensible through grief. An even smaller number seemed to lock away their pain and were almost over-eager to help, as if to hide away from reality.
Which will you be?
Blake walked up the single step in front of the front door. There was an electronic doorbell camera staring right at her. She pressed the button and waited. The chime of the doorbell sounded artificially happy when placed against the reason for her visit.
After it faded away, she heard a child’s cry fill the momentary quiet. It sounded upset—the specific type of frustration that comes with being woken from sleep.
“Dammit,” Blake whispered to herself. That was definitely not the way to get things off on the right foot.
She heard footsteps from inside, but they sounded as though they were heading away from the door rather than toward it. She understood why.
After about thirty seconds in which the crying only grew in intensity, a blue circle flashed around the electronic doorbell’s camera. A green light blinked into life, which Blake guessed meant that the camera had activated.
“Hello?”
A woman’s voice crackled through the doorbell’s tinny speaker. Blake presumed it belonged to Sarah Whitley. She sounded both distracted and stressed, a fact which made Blake’s heart sink still further. The baby’s cries echoed plaintively in the background.
“Is that Mrs. Whitley?” Blake ventured.
There was a second’s pause filled by a particularly vicious bawl. It was hard to believe that one child could possibly make so much noise.
“Who’s asking?” came the reply, accompanied by a sound like a diaper being stripped off.
That’s a yes, Blake thought. But not a very friendly one.
“Mrs. Whitley, my name is Blake Larsen. I’m sorry for disturbing you so late. I just had a few questions about”—she paused, grimacing, wishing she was at least able to deliver this sledgehammer blow face to face—“about your deceased husband. I was hoping we could talk. It’s important.”
She took an involuntary step back, as if Sarah Whitley might burst through her front door at any moment. A long pause followed in which nothing was said. Even the baby seemed stunned into silence by the out-of-the-blue request.
“Who are you, a journalist?” Sarah said.
Blake eyed the strange blue ring around the camera. She attempted to look as earnest as possible, though it was difficult to emote on cue for the disembodied device. “No, nothing like that—”
“A cop?” Sarah demanded next, interrupting her before she had a chance to finish her sentence. “CID?”
Interesting.
Blake frowned to herself. Sarah had said the acronym with evident, blistering distaste. The emotion was so strong that it practically burned Blake’s ears.
“I—I was,” she confirmed, wondering if even that tenuous connection would sink her chances of continuing this conversation. “Until six months ago.”
“What happened six months ago?” Sarah asked in a less than trusting tone.
She took a deep breath before she answered, feeling a flicker of concern as she realized the pain was lessening with each retelling. “My brother died. CID told me he committed suicide. I think they’re lying.”
Another long pause followed this revelation. Blake found herself rising onto her tiptoes with anxious anticipation. She sensed that Sarah Whitley knew, or at least suspected, something pertinent to her investigation.
Finally, the speaker crackled. “Then you’d better come in.”
A couple of moments later, Sarah came to the door. Her child was cradled in her arms, and she was patting it gently on the back.
“He’s gassy,” she explained. “His tummy hurts, and he won’t go down.”
Blake froze. Parenting was a long way from her area of expertise. Her knowledge of what to do with a crying baby mostly stemmed from scrolling past videos on Instagram and pretty much stopped at, “Give her a bottle!”
Since this piece of advice appeared neither useful nor likely to be taken, she kept her mouth shut. Instead she said, “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It has nothing to do with you. It would be easier if Isaac was still here, but he isn’t. As apparently you know.” She shifted uncomfortably, moved the baby to the opposite side, and began to rotate her shoulder.
Blake nodded and took the time to examine Sarah without making it too obvious. She was a pretty woman, a brunette, and looked to be in her early thirties. Blake noticed a couple of gray roots beginning to poke out, and crows’ feet starting to form on the corners of her eyes.
“Maybe I can take him,” she suggested. “Give you a break.”
Sarah looked sideways at her. “You like kids?”
Grimacing, Blake said, “Honestly, I’m not sure. But I’ve got to find out sometime, right?”
Despite the evident stress on her face and the nervousness in her posture, Sarah was unable to resist a smile. She shook her head slowly. “It’s magical. I wouldn’t want to do anything else with my life. But it’s also terrible, and exhausting, and sometimes I wish he would just stop crying. Just for a little while.”
She gently lifted the baby away from herself and offered it to Blake, who accepted delivery with all the composure she would display if someone had handed her a bucket of nuclear waste.
“You won’t drop him,” Sarah said, softening. “I was the same way at first. Trust me, if you trip, you’ll break your own arm rather than see any harm come to him.”
Blake copied the way that Sarah had held her son, and to her complete surprise, the boy settled quickly. His head turned inward toward her neck, and his breath began to tickle her skin.
“He’s adorable,” she whispered, finding herself really meaning it. “What’s his name?”
“Noah,” Sarah replied, gesturing at Blake to enter her home. “Isaac suggested it.”
She showed Blake into the kitchen. It was in a state of scarcely contained chaos, which surprisingly made Blake feel right at home. Various pieces of baby-related paraphernalia were everywhere: bottles, bibs, a small stack of impossibly tiny clothing. An empty soup bowl sat on top of a side plate coated in dark crumbs by the sink.
“Sorry.” Sarah flushed. “It’s a complete mess, I know. I don’t have enough hours in the day.”
“It’s like a five-star hotel compared to my place,” Blake replied in a whisper, only slightly embellishing the truth.
“You can speak normally,” Sarah replied gratefully. “Strangely, he’ll sleep through anything. Except doorbells. He likes you.”
Blake wasn’t so sure about that. But at least Noah wasn’t crying. As she carefully lowered herself into an office chair, she caught a hint of his scent: warm milk, soap, and freshly baked bread. It was uncomfortably intoxicating.
The two women sat opposite each other. Blake wasn’t quite sure how she had ended up in the situation, but her gambit seemed to have lowered Sarah’s earlier defenses.
“I’m sorry to doorstep you like this,” she said. “I don’t really know to explain what I’m doing here. All this time I thought my brother killed himself, and now I think it was all a lie.”
“How did you find my name?” Sarah asked. She’d returned to looking guarded, but there was another expression on her face that Blake couldn’t quite place.
As evenly as she could manage, Blake said, “We—I—searched for other soldiers who supposedly committed suicide.”
Sarah didn’t question her slip of the tongue. “And that led you to Isaac.”
Blake nodded.
“Well, he didn’t do it,” she snapped, grief filling her face. “It’s a load of crap. You should have seen the way he looked at me when I told him I was pregnant with Noah. He’d wanted to be a dad for years. We had problems conceiving. He wouldn’t have thrown all that away. And he didn’t.”
Her chin jutted out almost in defiance as she finished speaking, as if daring Blake to argue with her.
Blake stroked Noah’s back and waited for his mom’s chest to finish heaving before she continued. She hated the way the words would sound, but she had to be sure she wasn’t just hearing the frantic, empty denials of a grieving wife. “How can you be so certain?”
“Because I know who killed him.”
Noah screamed as Blake flinched. She consciously forced herself to relax, to show the baby that everything was okay, all the while with her gaze locked on to Sarah’s wet, sad eyes. Neither spoke as Noah’s cries slowly faded away.
Having learned her lesson, Blake spoke in an even tone. “What?”
“His name is Brody Conner,” Sarah said fiercely. “And he’s a murderer.”
Blake struggled not to display her shock on her face. “How do you know?”
“Isaac arrested a drug dealer on base. The guy was a soldier. He was selling some kind of stimulant for a few bucks a pill.”
“Do you remember what it was called?” Blake asked, speaking softly so that the question sounded like a lullaby.
Sarah shook her head. “I can’t remember. Maybe I never knew. Anyway, about a year ago, this stuff was flooding Fort Bragg. Every unit had a couple of soldiers using. Isaac got wind of it. His boss didn’t think it was worth investigating, so my husband ran it off the books.”
“What did he learn?”
“He threatened the dealer with a decade in Leavenworth, and the kid cracked. He was only nineteen. Gave up Conner’s name. Said he was his source.”
Blake soothed Noah, rocking the kid in her arms. Sarah paused for a beat to master her own roiling emotions, then continued.
“So Isaac got the kid to wear a wire. Made him set up a meeting with Conner. He wanted to record the whole thing so he had irrefutable proof to take to his boss.”
“But he didn’t get it,” Blake murmured. She could already see that on Sarah’s face.
“No,” she replied with a vehement shake of her head. “The dealer got shot to death in a KFC parking lot the day before it was supposed to go down. Isaac worked late that night. He drove home and parked on the street outside. Just as he was getting out, Brody Conner climbed in the passenger seat, cool as you like.”
Blake felt a chill run down her spine. She could barely imagine how Isaac Whitley must have felt with his pregnant wife just a few yards away from a known killer.
“He offered Isaac a choice. Fifty thousand dollars in cash to keep quiet. No questions asked. Then a few grand each month to keep everybody happy.”
“But Isaac didn’t take the deal,” Blake said.
Sarah shook her head. “No. He did not.”
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“What?”
The sharp intake of breath that preceded Ryan’s question summed up Blake’s present mental state.
“I know,” she muttered, her head still swimming after her conversation with Sarah Whitley. She was sitting in the same KFC parking lot that Isaac Whitley must once have visited. She wasn’t sure what had brought her here; all the evidence was long gone.
“Will she testify?” Ryan asked. “This could be the break we’ve been looking for.”
Blake grimaced in response to the enthusiasm in his voice. “No.”
Ryan sounded outraged. “Why not? She doesn’t want to get justice for her husband’s killers?”
“She already tried,” Blake said flatly.
“I don’t understand.”
“She went to Captain Richter. The same guy who interviewed me the night Kyle Thompson was shot outside my front door. Told him everything she suspected. Even brought him Isaac’s personal laptop as evidence.”
“What happened?” Ryan asked, his tone cautious.
“A day later, she received an unexpected Amazon parcel. When she opened it up, she found a box that said it contained a kid’s toy.”
“I’m guessing from your tone that it didn’t?”
“When she opened it, she found a bullet.”
“Dammit,” Ryan spat, his vehemence clear even down the phone. “What kind of monsters threaten a new mom?”
“Her kid wasn’t even born at that point. Since then, Sarah hasn’t dared push things any further. She’s put her house up for sale, but the market’s soft. As soon as she finds a buyer, she’s gone, and she’s never coming back.”
“And these assholes get away with murder yet again,” Ryan said. “Shit.”
“More or less,” Blake agreed.
She started idly fiddling with the cell phone on her lap. She needed to check and see if she had any messages before she returned to the cabin.
“Okay,” Ryan finally breathed. “Nice work, Blake.”
“I’m not so sure about that,” she sighed.
“It is,” he said firmly. “Now we have confirmation that Ashley was telling the truth. Brody Conner, or whoever he’s associated with, must have penetrated CID. It explains why your brother’s tox screen was slow-walked. Why all these other murders were chalked up as suicides.”
“Maybe,” Blake said morosely. “But we still don’t know how deep it goes. Is it just Richter, or is Nathan Cooper corrupt as well?”
She shook her head angrily, a tickling sense that she was missing something dogging her every thought. “And we still don’t know why. Who is Cora Felton? Who was she to Caleb? Were Kyle and Caleb working together, or did Kyle kill him? And then after all that, why did Kyle end up dead?”
She left her last question unsaid, but it reverberated in her mind as it had for days. Was my brother working with these psychopaths?
Blake blew air out of her cheeks. “There has to be more to this than a prostitution and drugs racket. They’ve stacked up too many bodies for something that small fry.”
“I agree.”
She barreled on, frustration building with every word she spoke. “Even if we figure it all out, we need more than a hunch to put these bastards away. Neither Ashley nor Sarah will testify against them, and I don’t blame them. They’ve killed to protect their secrets before. Hell, they tried to kill me.”
“I know,” he said wryly. “I was there.”
Blake spun her other cell phone on her lap and finally depressed the power button until the screen flashed and the wake-up sequence commenced. She pushed open the Sim card tray and fed hers back in. “Yeah. I know you do. I’m sorry. It just feels like every time we take one step forward, we slide two back. We need proof, and I have no idea where the hell to find it.”
“You’re the detective, right?”
“Special agent. And I was. Not anymore.” Blake keyed her pass code into her phone.
“Potato, potahto,” he chuckled. “I might be just some hick from small-town Texas, but I’ve watched enough murder mysteries to know that investigations are always like this. Because of you we have a lead. Not just a lead: a name. We just have to keep digging. I know Conner. At least by reputation. I’ll ask around. This is good, Blake. It’s a start.”
“Yeah…” she said. Despite herself, Ryan’s self-confidence was catching. “You’re probably right.”
As Ryan answered lightly, “You know I am,” Blake looked down at her phone. Several messages flashed up on her screen as the device connected to various servers.
“Oh, crap,” she muttered, reading the first.
“What’s wrong?” Ryan asked immediately, earlier levity forgotten.
The message on Blake’s phone was from Detective Ortega. It was the first of several similar requests via phone and email which all shared a central theme, differentiated only by an increasingly shrill tone. Strangely, all of them had been received within the last two hours.
MS. LARSEN, you need to report to the station ASAP. I have further questions about the incident Thursday night.
MS. LARSEN. This is Detective Ortega. Please call me.
MS. LARSEN, I need you to call me immediately.
AND FINALLY:
THIS WILL NOT JUST GO AWAY.
“WHAT WON’T JUST GO AWAY?” Blake whispered to herself. Ryan’s shoot had been a good one. The junkie had come after her with a knife. There had been a clear and imminent threat to her life.
So what am I missing?
“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”
Blake quickly filled Ryan in on the situation. He was equally confused. “Ortega is probably just looking to dot his i’s and cross his t’s.”
“Maybe,” she said.
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t have a choice,” Blake decided. “The last thing we need right now is for Northern Pines PD to put a BOLO out for me. Or worse, a warrant for my arrest. All that matters right now is keeping Ashley off the radar until we have enough clear evidence to take this to law enforcement.”
“Do you want me to be there?”
Blake dismissed the idea instantly. “You need to stay with Ashley. I’ll switch cars, then go to the station and find out what they want.”
“Okay,” Ryan said, his tone indicating he didn’t like this one bit. “But be safe.”

“MS. LARSEN,” Detective Ortega said, raising his voice to be heard over the sound of the door slamming shut behind him. His partner—Detective Wilson, if Blake remembered correctly—managed to slide inside just in time to avoid being crushed in the frame. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”
“No problem,” Blake replied, struggling mightily to keep a sardonic tone out of her voice.
It seemed as though Detective Ruben Ortega didn’t believe in professional courtesy. True, she was no longer technically in law enforcement, but in her book, ex-cops were afforded respect, at least until they proved themselves unworthy of it.
“Although perhaps I should be asking for an apology from you,” Ortega said.
Blake merely raised an eyebrow at this. She had no intention of engaging in petty games of wordplay with the man opposite her.
Ortega let a long silence stretch out between them. He continued only when he was completely sure that she wasn’t going to ask why.
With a disappointed look on his face, he said, “After all, when innocent people hear the police are looking for them, they usually don’t hesitate to get in touch.”
“I didn’t hesitate.”
It wasn’t even a lie. The moment Blake had seen Ortega’s messages, she had headed for the station. Of course, what she couldn’t tell the detective was that she’d first had to park the rented SUV far enough away from her home that it couldn’t be connected with her, then fetch her own personal vehicle, and only then drive for this interview.
Ortega glanced sideways. “Melissa, what time do you have?”
Blake let her head tip forward and blinked slowly. This guy really thought he was living a television crime drama. She exhaled calmly and waited for the charade to play out.
“It’s a little after nine p.m.,” Detective Wilson said. Her expression was strained, and Blake realized for the first time that she hadn’t once looked at her partner since they’d entered the interview room.
Interesting.
“And when did I first attempt to call you?” Ortega asked, focusing his question at Blake.
She shrugged. “I don’t have my phone on me. I couldn’t say.”
“Well, I can. It was 5:47.”
Blake didn’t respond.
Ortega crossed his arms and fixed Blake with a hard stare. “What I want to know is what took you so long to respond,” he said. “Three hours and fifteen minutes is an awfully long time.”
“Not really.”
“How do you figure?”
You’re driving this, aren’t you? Blake thought to herself.
She’d kept an eye on his partner for the last few moments and noticed that she was now staring fixedly at the table between them. Blake wasn’t sure what the issue was, but the two detectives were definitely not on the same page.
Realizing she’d allowed herself to get distracted and hesitated too long, she quickly explained, “My phone was out of battery. I called you the moment I could.”
But still her mind worked. Had the two detectives had a disagreement on strategy? Was this just Ortega going on a wild goose chase? Possibly. But Blake didn’t buy it. Something else was at play here.
“I’m sure,” Ortega snorted.
“Are you going to tell me why I am here?” Blake asked calmly. “It’s been a stressful few days. I didn’t have my phone turned on. So what?”
“I sent a patrol car past your house,” Ortega said, not answering. “It was dark.”
“I was out.”
“Where?”
“I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Blake said, glancing quickly at Detective Wilson. She was positively Sphinx-like—almost in a meditative state.
“We’ll see,” Ortega said, his voice low and aggressive.
Blake felt a shiver pass down her spine. What was going on here? Maybe Ryan was right; maybe she shouldn’t have come.
Too late now.
“Ms. Larsen, how well you know Bradley Maxwell?” Ortega said.
There was no need to fake the look of confusion that crossed her face. “Who?”
“Don’t play games with me, Ms. Larsen,” Ortega snarled. “I can make your life extremely difficult if I choose to. A man is dead. Don’t you think it’s important we find out why?”
Blake paused before opening her mouth. She felt as though she was playing a game without understanding the rules.
“Do I need a lawyer?” she said calmly, switching attention to the caged pit bull opposite her. He was doing a poor job of concealing his emotions, unlike his Zen partner.
“Is there a reason you believe you need one?” Ortega said.
“I came here on good faith,” Blake said. “Not to be insulted. Now you can tell me who this Bradley Maxwell is supposed to be or I walk out of that door and don’t return until I have a lawyer at my side. Your choice.”
To her surprise, Ortega simmered down. “There’s no reason you should know his name,” he said sardonically. “Other than that he’s the man you killed.”
Blake concealed the surprise that coursed through her body. Why were they asking if she knew the psycho who had tried to kill her?
“I didn’t kill anybody,” she said.
Brusquely, Ortega said, “How long have you been buying drugs from Mr. Maxwell?”
Her eyes widened. It suddenly became clear what was happening here. They were trying to pin Maxwell’s death on her, and probably Ryan also.
Another curiosity fell into place. The rash of texts and calls from Detective Ruben Ortega had all started just a few hours before. Long enough for Brody, or somebody in his crew, to put two and two together and connect her and Ryan with Ashley’s sudden disappearance.
“I’ve never purchased anything from him in my life. Until he tried to stab me, I’d never even seen him before.”
Ortega’s eyes glinted as though he’d caught her in a trap. “Are you sure about that?”
What’s happening here?
Blake didn’t let her internal panic show on her face. She tried to think things through logically. If they had any real proof that she’d intentionally tried to kill Bradley Maxwell—proof that obviously could not exist as she’d only just even learned his name—then she would already be in handcuffs.
The fact that she wasn’t indicated that whatever Ortega thought he had, it wasn’t enough to charge. It also meant that if she chose, she could walk out of here right now, and he would be powerless to stop her.
The urge to do just that was almost overpowering. But Blake resisted. She needed to know what the police thought they had.
“Positive,” she said icily instead, matching his intense stare.
Let’s see your cards.
Ortega reached into his jacket pocket. He retrieved a small plastic evidence bag that contained an oblong cell phone. Another burner.
She studied it carefully, drinking in every detail and committing them to memory. She knew she was on the outside. She didn’t have the luxury of returning to a carefully managed evidence room anytime she wanted. This was it.
Out of the corner of her eye, Blake caught Detective Wilson stealing a fast glance at the evidence bag. Her eyes widened as though it was the first time she’d seen it. They only lingered a second before she focused back on the table in front of her, her expression growing even more troubled than before.
“What’s that?” Blake said, focusing on keeping her tone even.
“Proof that you were in contact with Bradley Maxwell on Thursday night. Proof that you lured him to your house that night.”
Blake felt sick. This couldn’t be happening. She’d been on the opposite side of this interview table more times than she could remember, delivering speeches just like the one Ortega was now. But every one of those times, her evidence had been compelling and well-researched.
Ortega’s was fantasy. Wasn’t it?
He’s fishing.
It was the only explanation that made sense. There was no constitutional right that prevented cops from lying to suspects. He had to be trying to trip her up.
“I did no such thing,” Blake snapped. “Are you telling me he had that phone on his body when he was killed?”
Ortega gritted his teeth. “It was missed at the scene. I found it this afternoon.”
Then it hit her. If this wasn’t a ruse, then only two options remained. Either Ortega was a rube and was somehow being used by the criminals, or he was in bed with them. Somehow they had faked evidence that implicated her in Maxwell’s killing.
She didn’t see how it could possibly hold up in court. For a start, it wasn’t real. But maybe it didn’t need to. Maybe it just needed to slow her down.
Or buy them time to fake something that’s a slam dunk…
“Was it processed by crime scene technicians?” Blake asked. She forced herself to breathe steadily and not give in to the panic rising within her.
She noticed a tiny, almost involuntary shake of the head from Ortega’s partner before he growled, “No.”
“Were the messages sent from my phone number?” she asked.
Again, Ortega said, “No.”
A delirious hope rose within Blake. She felt almost as though she were hyperventilating. Of course the proof wouldn’t hold. It couldn’t. It was fake. They might have doctored the data on a cheap, insecure burner phone, but there was no way they could fake her telephone records. Now she understood Ortega’s game, she had no idea why he’d bothered calling her here at all.
“Then you have nothing,” she said, purposely rising to her feet. It was time to leave. “For all I know, you manufactured that phone yourself.”
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“Eyes on target exiting police station.”
Darryl Hansen allowed himself to wallow in the flicker of satisfaction that ran through him in that moment. The next few days would be both hectic and dangerous. The sudden appearance of the Larsen bitch and the cripple who trailed around after her like a lovesick puppy had threatened to throw a wrench into the works at the worst possible time.
And then there was the runaway whore. Trevor had allowed her to escape. Perhaps even walked her right into the hands of those who were attempting to put an end to all his hard work.
But his plan had succeeded.
“Target is entering her vehicle.”
The updates were short and succinct. They contained only necessary information, no gossip, no small talk, nothing that smacked of a lack of professionalism. That was what separated his organization from all the others, Darryl knew. It was what would take him to the top.
He reached for the cell phone lying on his desk. They were using an encrypted Internet walkie-talkie app that retained no records or recordings. He tapped the speaker icon and lifted the phone to his ear.
“Status on the tracker?” he said gruffly. He looked up at the ceiling of the steel-raftered warehouse as he waited for a response.
“Active. I have a good read.”
“Good,” he said, clenching his fist. “Follow the target at a safe distance. I want updates every hour.”
“Copy that, boss,” the voice replied. “If I get the opportunity, you want me to take her out?”
Darryl considered the suggestion. The battle-hardened Special Forces operator in him ached to get the job done. No messing around. But he didn’t have the manpower. Not tonight, and perhaps not for the next several days. They were stretched too thin.
If it was just the whore, perhaps he would have given his permission. But although Ryan Walker was a cripple, he was also a former Green Beret, just like Darryl himself. And judging by the way he’d finished off the junkie a couple of nights previous, he hadn’t forgotten how to shoot.
Neither was Blake Larsen likely to be a pushover. She’d spent almost a decade and a half in the Army. Her personnel jacket indicated that she had scored Expert on both her Combat Pistol Qual course and with the rifle, not to mention completing the protective services training course—similar to the one given at the Secret Service Academy, a four-month training posting to Scotland Yard in London, and more than half a dozen training camps at various federal law enforcement training facilities over the years.
No, he could only spare one man tonight.
“Watching brief only,” he finally said. “If you get eyes on the runaway and you have a clean shot and an exfil route, then call me. Understood?”
“Got it,” came the reply in a cool, professional tone. The talk of premeditated murder stirred no emotion in either man. Each treated it as a perk of the job, not a hardship.
Hearing a knock at the door to his austere office, Darryl abruptly killed the line. He called out, “It’s open.”
A familiar face entered his small office on the warehouse’s second floor. Like Darryl, he was wearing dark clothing from head to toe. To Darryl’s trained eye, the outline of the shoulder holster was just barely visible, but he suspected a casual observer would not notice.
“The men are ready,” Brody said, stopping a few feet shy of the desk. He stood with his hands behind his back at parade rest. It was likely nothing more than force of habit, but Darryl took it as a mark of respect.
He tried to run his organization along military lines. Even as the thought crossed his mind, a flicker of anger burned inside him. He still raged after all these years that the Army had had the temerity to toss him on the scrapheap, to rid themselves of him as though he was nothing more than a piece of gum on their sole. He made a fist, his knuckles whitening.
Still, he would be the first to admit that the Army knew how to get things done. A hierarchy was necessary. It was a structure replicated all across nature. And it was natural that Darryl would find himself at the top.
“Good,” Darryl said. He leaned to his right and pulled open the top drawer of his workmanlike steel desk. As it opened, it revealed a black handgun and several spare magazines. He slid the pistol into a holster at his hip, along with one of the magazines. The rest he squirreled around his body.
When he was done, he looked up. “What about the cargo?”
“Left Al-Dhafra on schedule. No holdups reported. Should touch down right when it’s supposed to.”
“Any unusual activity on the runway?” he asked. Though he didn’t show it on his face, Darryl felt an uncharacteristic flicker of apprehension in his stomach. Tonight’s shipment was an order of magnitude larger than anything that had come before. It wasn’t the culmination of everything he’d worked for.
But it was the end of the beginning.
“Nothing. It’s quiet,” Brody replied. He displayed no emotion, no irritation despite the fact that Darryl had already asked the same questions several times that night and would no doubt do so again in the hours to come.
Both men understood that success required relentless attention to detail. It required eyes on the runway at Al-Dhafra Air Base in the United Arab Emirates to check that the cargo was loaded onto the correct plane at the correct time and that there was no unusual activity at either the port of departure or arrival.
Of course, Darryl had paid off all the right people and dealt with those who refused to accept his generosity. But trusting blindly that everything would continue to run smoothly was a first-class ticket to a federal penitentiary.
And that wasn’t where Darryl Hansen intended to end up.
He stood and walked to the door to his office. He exited onto the warehouse’s mezzanine level and proceeded to the balcony that looked down over the work floor. The space was ordinarily almost empty, but tonight it was filled with almost a dozen men, along with half as many vehicles. They were a variety of SUVs and pickups, mostly painted in dark shades, and all with unshowy but powerful engines.
“Does everyone know their staging points?” he called out, raising his voice to be heard in the large space.
He was greeted with nods and murmurs of agreement.
“Good. Stick to them. Check your comms before you move out, and then do it again. I’m not expecting any trouble tonight. Just a nice, easy babysitting job. With any luck, we’ll all be back home in time for a beer and a fuck.”
He paused to eye each man in turn. “But if trouble shows up, you all know what to do.”
Darryl stepped back, and Brody replaced him at the balcony. His number two called out vehicle assignments and reiterated the plan one final time. A few moments later, the rumble of engines echoed against the warehouse’s bare walls.
“They’ll fight if it comes to it,” Brody said as he joined him a moment later. “Cops, feds. Doesn’t matter who stands in their way. They want what you promised them.”
“And they’ll get it,” Darryl said with a firm nod. His men were the flotsam and jetsam that their country had thrown away. He’d given them a new purpose. He didn’t doubt they would do him proud.
“There’s one other thing,” Brody murmured.
He gestured at him to continue.
“The girls. They’re becoming a liability. Maybe we got too lazy around them, allowed them to see too much. Ashley is a warning. We should take it. The revenue they bring in is already only a fraction of the real business. Soon it will be a rounding error. It’s not worth the risk.”
Darryl instinctively recoiled from the suggestion. He’d started with the girls. Hell, if he was honest with himself, it had nothing to do with the money. He just liked the power he had over them. “What are you suggesting?”
“We get rid of them. I can handle it. I have my eye on a couple of the men. I know they have the stomach for it.”
Brody waited expectantly. Finally, Darryl nodded. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea, but that was why he kept Brody so close. He wasn’t afraid to challenge him.
“I’ll think about it.”
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“Weird,” Ryan mused as Blake finished filling him in on her experience at the Northern Pines Police Department. She was still sitting in the parking lot outside. “I don’t get his game.”
“Me either. Whatever it is, I don’t think his partner’s in on it. She seemed as surprised as I was.”
“But why bother bringing you in?”
Blake’s personal cell phone buzzed in the center console.
“No idea,” she said, distracted as she reached for it. A voice message flashed up on her screen. She tapped play. Nathan’s terse voice emanated from the phone’s tinny speaker. “Blake: we need to talk.”
“We are talking,” Ryan replied, nonplussed.
“Sorry, that was from Nathan. He sent me a voice note. What do you think?”
“I think he just had a whole-ass opportunity to straight-up tell you what’s on his mind,” Ryan groused. “In my experience, voice note people just can’t help themselves. Except, apparently, this guy.”
Blake laughed out loud. Ryan had an uncanny ability to put into words exactly what she was feeling. “Tell me about it. What’s with the whole cloak and dagger routine?”
“I don’t know,” he replied more cautiously. “You met him. Do you think he’s on the level?”
“Honestly?” Blake said. “I have no idea. I didn’t get a bad vibe from him, but that’s not much of a basis to go on.”
“You think it’s connected with this Northern Pines PD thing?”
She frowned. “Maybe. I sure don’t trust his boss. We still don’t know why Captain Richter came to my house the night Kyle Thompson was shot. It’s not his job. But if it’s connected, I don’t see what angle they are working. And he doesn’t sound angry, like Detective Ortega did. He sounds… concerned.”
“I agree. So what are you going to do?”
“Go find out what he wants, I guess. Anything new on your end?”
He sounded pleased with himself. “Now you mention it… Yes.”
“Very mysterious.”
“Not intentionally. My friend came through with a few of those background checks we were looking for. He cross-referenced the surveillance photos from Kyle’s storage box with property records from the Leopard Lounge and the Last Chance Saloon, along with personnel files from the names we already knew.”
Her voice went up an octave. “Oh?”
Ryan’s tone flattened as he read out the list. “Darryl Hansen, 3rd Special Forces Group. Trevor Hicks, 3rd SFG. Brody Conner, same. And Chad Simmons, from the 43rd Air Mobility Squadron.”
Blake closed her eyes and pictured the faces she already knew, tension building in her jaw as she pictured what she wanted to do to them.
“So three guys from the same special forces ODA which I already flagged as having two suspicious deaths,” Ryan continued. “And some dude from logistics. I don’t know your feelings on coincidences, but…”
“Yeah, it seems suspicious.”
Ryan grunted his assent. “There’s a picture here, I know there is. I just can’t see it in HD.”
“You have anything else?”
“I have their entire personnel jackets. Don’t ask me how. I’ll send them over to you now.”
“Thanks, Ryan,” Blake said, exhaustion now tugging at her limbs. It was late, and she needed rest. Her phone pinged as it caught the incoming email.
“You coming back to the cabin?”
The idea of driving even half an hour filled Blake’s mind with dread.
“I’ll stay at my place tonight,” she decided. “It’ll make it easier to meet up with Nathan.”
“I should be there.”
“Calm down, Tarzan,” she laughed, brushing away the flicker of warmth in her chest at his protective tone. “I’ll be fine. I’ll do it in a public place. I did two years in protective services driving Army generals to their mistresses’ beach houses. I know how to duck a tail.”
“You’re sure?”
“I am,” she confirmed.
“Okay,” he sighed.
Blake changed the subject. “How’s Ashley?”
“She’s good,” he said, now sounding proud rather than worried. “Real good. My medic buddy got back to me with a weaning schedule, and I gave her a little codeine. She’s asleep now. But she said something… interesting earlier.”
“Interesting how?”
“I’m not sure,” Ryan admitted. “She said that every two weeks Trevor would lock her and the other girls in the basement. In the dark. It would happen at night. Always on a Saturday.”
“It’s Saturday today,” Blake said, momentarily closing her eyes and picturing the horror that Ashley must have experienced. What kind of thoughts would have run through her head down there?
“I know,” Ryan said in a tone that indicated he felt the same way.
“Did she say why?”
Blake heard a rustle and realized that Ryan must have shaken his head.
“No. But she repeated the fact that it happened at night. Said she whispered with the other girls in the dark and tried to work out why.”
“Does she remember when they went down?”
“I told you, on Saturdays.”
“No, I mean dates.”
A sharp intake of breath. “Damn. I didn’t ask.”
She rubbed her temples. What was so special about Saturdays? Were the girls locked in some dank basement right now? She didn’t know. But she was certain she was too tired to figure it out right now.
“Don’t worry. Let her sleep on it,” she said. “That’s exactly what I plan to do.”
“Good night, Blake.”
“Good night, Ryan.”
Blake smiled as she put down the burner phone. Part of her knew she shouldn’t be enjoying any of this. The other part knew she would go insane if she couldn’t find joy somewhere.
She reached for her personal cell phone and sent Nathan a text message.
Big Mike’s. 8 a.m.
Ryan’s email notification lingered at the top of the phone screen when she was done, tempting her to check her email. Curiosity to at least peek at the files Ryan had forwarded did battle with her tiredness—and won out.
She opened Brody’s file first. His headshot was of a much younger man than in Caleb’s surveillance photographs. He was clean-shaven back then and ruggedly handsome in a cold sort of way. She wondered whether he had been evil back then, or whether his conscience had been chipped away by years of killing in the service of his country.
“Well, hello, neighbor,” she murmured as her eyes drifted over Brody’s personal information. He lived only a ten-minute walk or so away from her brother’s house.
She knew it was just a coincidence. Northern Pines was full of Special Forces personnel. It was one of the nicer towns that bordered Fort Bragg.
But it’s still weird…
Blake was suddenly overcome by an overwhelming urge to drive past Brody’s house. She remembered the look on Sarah Whitley’s face when the woman fingered her husband’s killer—a man who had stooped to threatening a pregnant woman. She wanted—needed—to get a look at the man she was facing. And if not him, then at least the place in which he lived. Maybe it would tell her something about who he was.
“It can’t hurt to take a look,” Blake muttered as she turned the engine on. The words sounded false even to her own ears. She wanted to do a whole lot more than take a look.
A pang of regret burned through her at the thought of what Ryan would say. But Ryan wasn’t here. She was. And Ryan’s brother wasn’t the one who had been killed by these animals.
Mine was.
It wasn’t rational. It wasn’t safe. But as Blake drove away from the station, she knew she was going to do it anyway.
Whatever was left of her common sense at least convinced her to drive back home, park the car in the garage, and change into dark clothing first. The last thing they needed was for her to get careless and warn off their prey by driving right past his house.
She picked up a couple of goodies before she left: a weapon and a couple of tools. Before stepping back out into the dark of night, she pulled a baseball cap down low over her eyes and glanced at her watch. It was past midnight, but strangely, she no longer felt tired.
Could you run out of adrenaline?
Blake guessed she was about to find out. She exited the house by the back door and crept around the side, pausing behind a thick bush to study the street for almost two minutes before making her next move. After all, the bad guys knew where she lived. Bradley Maxwell had died proving it.
“Poor bastard,” she breathed, wondering why she felt any pity for the man at all. He hadn’t shared the same concerns when he came to her door. And yet she did. He was just another pawn in a game neither of them fully understood.
Blake slipped out onto the street, staying low and hugging the neighbor’s fence. It was possible that someone was watching her house, but if so, they were far enough away for her to make a clean escape.
It was only a ten-minute walk to Brody Conner’s place, but it took her twice that as she intentionally took a couple of wrong turns, doubling back on herself to make sure that she wasn’t being followed. She was certain now that she was free and clear. She walked right past the house one final time, surveilling it using her peripheral vision.
Brody’s house was unremarkable. It looked just like hers, a suburban three-bed, two-bath with a small front yard. It was neatly maintained, and an American flag hung limply just outside. There was nothing to distinguish it from a dozen identical homes on the same street.
It was, however, pitch black inside.
“It’s past 1 a.m., Blake,” she muttered to herself as the adrenaline jitters palpated her heart. “He’s probably asleep.”
She walked about a hundred yards up the street, then turned back on herself. No, Brody’s home was too dark. There wasn’t a single light shining anywhere inside. It didn’t look like anyone had been back here all day.
Or am I seeing what I want to see?
Blake bit her lip. She realized she wished she could ask Ryan’s advice right now. Not the get the hell out of there kind, but the expertise he’d gained over the course of a long and storied career. Sometimes you had to fight an enemy without knowing their true strength. Sometimes you had to enter a building without knowing who was inside.
She knew it was a risk.
But then, everything in life was a risk. Not entering carried its own dangers. These men had tried to kill her once already. Their body count was stacking up. They had forced God only knew how many women into servitude and seemed to have little compunction about killing them off at the drop of a hat.
Before realizing she’d made a decision, Blake was already walking toward the house. She moved slowly, her head down low enough that it would be difficult to make out her face on a security camera but not so low that it affected her own eyesight. As she drew closer, she adopted a drunken stagger. It was a Saturday night, after all. There was nothing too unusual about a woman having too much to drink and turning up at the wrong front door.
Just an honest mistake.
Blake moved slower and slower the closer she got to Brody’s front door. Her eyes swept left and right, the hard glint in her gaze giving the lie to her slouched posture. As far as she could tell, he had no security cameras installed. Neither was there a box on the outside for an alarm system.
It was a strange decision, she thought. If this really was Brody’s house, wouldn’t a man in his line of work want the best security money could buy? After all, you never knew who would follow you home…
She decided not. Most criminals preferred not to record evidence of their crimes. The dumb ones still did it, but their smarter counterparts usually knew better. It was too easy to slip up. You never knew what the cops could hack into or subpoena, especially these days when everything was connected to the Internet.
No, Brody handled his security the old-fashioned way. Through fear. Through confidence that nobody would dare square up to the king of the jungle.
Blake stopped in front of the front door. It had a window right to the side. She leaned against it, letting the glass take her entire body weight, and pressed her cheek against the pane. It looked like she was stopping for breath, or perhaps preparing to vomit.
Instead, she peered inside, searching for the telltale flashing LEDs of an alarm panel.
Nothing.
She paused for a moment, just listening. The house felt still. Empty. Of course, that might mean nothing. Brody might be asleep in bed upstairs.
There was only one way to find out.
Blake sucked in a shaky breath and pressed the bell.
A chime rang through the house, just barely audible this side of the door and walls. Still, in the quiet of the night, it was more than loud enough for Blake’s blood pressure. She waited a full minute. Nothing happened. Nobody stirred in the bedroom, no lights flashed on, there was no creak of footsteps on the stairs. Just silence. Blinds covered most of the windows.
Feeling more confident now, Blake pushed the bell button again. She mashed it half a dozen times so that for a little while all she could hear was discordant chimes. There was no way anybody could sleep through that racket. If Brody was inside, the clamor would definitely have woken him up.
She waited again. This time two whole minutes. Every now and again, she rang the bell, just to be sure. But she knew. Brody wasn’t here.
And she was.
Blake glanced over her shoulder, checking to see if anybody was watching. But nobody was awake. Not at this hour. The street was quiet. It was time to get to work.
She slunk around the side of the building, eyes constantly probing in search of security features she was certain would not be there. But she did not drop her guard for even a moment. She knew better than that. She hopped the gate into the back garden, absorbing the impact through her knees with a wince.
A row of pine trees separated Brody’s backyard from the one that backed onto it. They offered the homes a pleasing sense of privacy. And tonight, they allowed Blake to operate with complete freedom.
She walked quickly to the back door, pulling a pair of purple nitrile gloves from her right back pocket, then her lock pick kit from the left. She was rusty. It took her a full seventy seconds to pick her way through.
Blake stepped inside, chin going up and rotating on a pivot as she searched for wires around the door that indicated the presence of an alarm or any hidden cameras. Still nothing. She was clean. She quietly closed the door behind her, stuffing the lock pick back into her pocket and drawing a pistol from the small of her back.
She took a deep breath through her nostrils to steady herself. The air smelled stale and male. As though nobody had been here for a while.
Or cleaned. Ever.
Her mouth puckered with distaste.
Blake swept the pistol left and right, clearing the kitchen she was currently standing in. It was empty. Although if it hadn’t been, she would probably have known about it. A door to her left led into a living room. Also empty and still. She softly padded through, checking a downstairs bathroom, the hallway, and a capacious office in turn.
Clear.
The stairs led up out of the hallway. Blake felt her heart hammering in her chest. She was pretty sure this place was empty, but the dark gave her the creeps. And even if it wasn’t, Brody might return at any moment.
She crept up to the second floor. Like Caleb’s place, it had three bedrooms. Two of the doors were open, one closed. A fourth open doorway led into an empty bathroom. She cleared the two open bedrooms first. One was small, likely intended for a child. It was almost completely empty, just a handful of cardboard boxes on the floor. The second was a guest bedroom. No sheets on the bed, no other furniture.
Blake backed out, freezing for several seconds as a floorboard creaked underfoot. There was only one room left. The master bedroom.
“Here goes nothing,” she breathed.
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Blake twisted the door handle inch by inch. Not slowly enough. A loud click echoed through the hallway. She froze, her heart hammering in her chest, her right elbow drawn back so the pistol was tucked close to her right breast. She had the sudden thought, the absolute clarity of understanding that if the cops caught her here right now, then she was going away for a very long time.
No matter if they were corrupt.
No matter what crimes Brody himself had committed.
Deciding not to wait for a response, Blake twisted the doorknob fully and stepped inside, instantly moving several paces to her right to move out of Brody’s line of fire.
It proved unnecessary. The bedroom was empty. So was the en suite bathroom.
The instant she knew the room was clear, Blake collapsed to her haunches. A wave of adrenaline and relief washed over her. She understood just how foolhardy she had been.
She only allowed herself to wallow for a few seconds. She didn’t know how long she had. Any moment now Brody might return and force her to beat a hasty retreat. The pistol went back to the small of her back. Blake quickly scanned the bedroom, making a mental note of how everything was arranged so that she could leave it that way.
The bed was messy and unmade. The sheets looked – and smelled – like they hadn’t been washed in weeks. There was dirty laundry on the floor, left where it had been sloughed off. Blake checked the pockets of the two pairs of pants she came across. She found nothing more than a handful of change inside.
The wardrobe and chest of drawers contained only clothing, mostly dark jeans, white T-shirts, and athletic gear. She professionally searched each pile in turn but found nothing. There was only one bedside table, on top of which she discovered a small baggie of cocaine, or at least some kind of white powder. She took a quick photograph but didn’t touch it.
Grimacing with frustration, Blake swept the remainder of the upstairs. There was almost nothing here that pointed to any semblance of personality. It was as though the place was occupied by a hotel guest.
Blake peeked through one of the closed blinds, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw that the street was still empty and quiet. She ran downstairs, no longer bothering with subtlety. She found nothing in the living room or the downstairs bathroom. On a hunch, she pulled open the refrigerator door, imagining she might find a stack of bills like Brody thought he was in the movies.
Instead, she found a couple of crates of Bud Light. No food. Just one jar of pickles and a mostly empty bottle of Heinz ketchup. She pushed the fridge door closed. The freezer was empty. Not even any ice.
That left only the office.
Blake glanced at her watch, realizing with a start that it was past 2 a.m. She hadn’t realized how long her search had taken.
She narrowed her eyes, speaking out loud but in a low voice. “So what are you up to tonight, Brody?”
Sadly, Blake figured he was probably in one of the clubs and bars the group of criminals used to pimp out the women and presumably launder the illicit proceeds afterward. She shivered. The sooner they put these bastards behind bars, the better.
The office looked out onto the backyard, so Blake flicked on a desk lamp. A warm glow filled the room. It was pretty much the only place in the entire house that looked lived in. A desktop computer sat on the floor, and a monitor stood on the surface of the desk. One of the drawers was slightly ajar, and messy stacks of paperwork boxed the workspace in.
Blake shook the mouse. The computer stirred, then whirred into life. It opened up onto a Windows password screen. She checked for a password hint but found nothing. After staring at the page for a moment, she shrugged and gave up. There was no point wasting time trying to guess the password of a man she didn’t know.
Instead, she busied herself searching through the three drawers in the computer desk. The first contained a messy tangle of charging cables, old credit cards, old pens, and other detritus. She left it a little open, as she’d found it.
The second one down contained a couple of old notepads. Blake pulled them both out, not anticipating finding much. She grinned and mouthed a quote from one of her favorite TV shows, The Wire.
“Is you taking notes on a criminal fucking conspiracy?”
Hell, the crazy thing was that sometimes that was exactly what the bad guys did. Sometimes she was borderline impressed with the scams they ran. They took smarts. And hard work. Just like a real job.
Blake flicked through the first notepad. It contained page after page of To-Do lists. The first was dated almost two years before. Her eyes widened, though she pushed aside the flicker of anticipation.
“What are you expecting to find?” she said sardonically. “Tuesday: Kill Caleb.”
She turned over page after page. Mostly the inscriptions were mundane. ‘Milk’ appeared on almost every list, like Brody was a calf being fattened up for slaughter. He also appeared to eat an ungodly number of eggs and drink more Bud than any human had a right to survive.
Blake stopped as something caught her eye. “Interesting.”
The note was underlined twice, which elsewhere meant little. Brody liked underlining. ‘BREAD’ was written in all capital letters at least half a dozen times, often with two underscores beneath it.
This was different. It read: ‘Warehouse lease’ in messy handwriting, as though it had been scribbled down in a hurry. The list was dated 18 July 2020. Blake snapped a photograph of the entire page. She tore through the remainder of the notepad, but nothing else jumped out at her. The same went for the next.
The third drawer was empty.
Blake turned her attention to the paperwork on top of the desk next. Mostly she found utility bills. Car loan statements. The boring banality of everyday life. The stack went back months. Maybe years. She felt like an archaeologist, excavating a life layer by layer. She felt herself quickening as she went through the months, hoping against hope that the notation on the to-do list wasn’t just an aberration.
August 2021.
February.
November 2020.
July.
Blake’s hand stopped in midair. She was almost three quarters of the way through the left-hand stack, almost a foot of paperwork. It was past three in the morning, and exhaustion had firmly beaten the leftover adrenaline in her system. She was long past the point of running on empty.
It was the lease. It looked like a draft copy, unsigned. She didn’t recognize the address. It looked like somewhere beyond the city limits of Northern Pines. Somebody had scribbled a note on the topmost page. It was written in neat, careful handwriting that was completely unlike Brody’s messy scrawl.
“$7000 is too much. Don’t go past five. D.”
Who was D? Darryl Hansen? The name had come up earlier in their investigation, but they hadn’t found out anything more about him other than the fact he owned the Leopard Lounge. He was definitely involved… somehow.
But this cast things in a completely different light. The note was written like a military order: short, concise.
And as though Brody was his subordinate.
Two things happened as Blake fished in her pocket for her cell phone to take a picture. She was riding high on endorphins, already picturing telling Ryan that she’d found the warehouse Ashley had told them about.
Two very bad things. First, she accidentally nudged the pile of paperwork that had built up to her right as she searched. It toppled over in slow motion, spreading across the desk like snow dust after an avalanche.
Second, a car pulled up outside. Right outside.
Brody was back.
“Shit, shit, shit,” she swore, panic surging through her veins like a river of fire. She reached for the desk lamp and instantly killed the light. She held her breath as she gathered all the pages and hurriedly stacked them into a semblance of order. The fall had disturbed the computer mouse, turning the display back on. She quickly tapped the button underneath the monitor to kill the light.
Blake turned tail. She paused at the door for just a second, scanning the office to see if she had left any signs of her presence. It was definitely messier than before. Maybe the drawers weren’t exactly as ajar as they had started.
But she was out of time.
She ran through the house for the back door as out front, a car door clunked closed. She made it out into the cool night air just as the front door swung open, ducking down and hiding from the windows above her as she silently pulled the door shut.
There was no time to lock it. Not even time to run. She just had to wait and hope. She retreated to the tree line at the rear of the yard, hiding behind a wide trunk. It provided reasonable shelter.
Lights flickered on inside the house. Blake watched with her breath held as Brody stomped into the kitchen. He stopped dead, and for a moment she feared she’d left some sign of her presence, but then he rolled his shoulders and stretched.
That task done, he walked to the door and grabbed a beer, cracking it and lifting it to his lips for a hefty swig. And then he turned and left. Lights died and were replaced by their cousins upstairs. The master bedroom faced the front of the house. The rooms facing the back yard remained resolutely dark.
Blake let out the breath she’d been holding. She briefly considered attempting to relock the back door but instantly dismissed the option. It was way too risky. She just had to hope that Brody wasn’t the type of guy who used his yard too often.
Judging by its state of disrepair, that was about right.
She hoisted herself up and over the rear fence, deciding she preferred her chances with a neighbor’s security system over Brody’s wrath.
Her heart didn’t stop racing until she was home. The endorphins were gone. So too was the rush of success. All that remained was exhaustion. It was 4 a.m., and she had an early start the following day.
The last thing Blake did before collapsing into bed was text Ryan with the address of the warehouse. Just that, nothing more.
And then she slept.
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Nathan was already sitting in a window booth when Blake walked into Big Mike’s Diner at ten minutes to eight. He had a white coffee cup sitting in front of him, along with a gray Army-issue laptop computer, lid closed. He looked troubled.
“You’re early,” she said as she sat down. Her feet felt glued to the floor with every step.
Though it was Sunday, they were well ahead of the morning rush. Soon diners all around them would be arriving to enjoy plates filled with bacon, eggs, and waffles, Blake’s personal holy trinity. The smells of all three were already drifting through the diner, squeezing her stomach into knots. Nobody did waffles like Big Mike. At least, that was what it said on the sign, and having visited almost every time she came up to Northern Pines to see Caleb, Blake was inclined to agree.
He glanced around the room quickly as if to check whether she was alone. “I’m glad you came,” he said.
“Hard not to,” she remarked. “After a message that cryptic.”
Flushing, Nathan said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to put anything down on paper. You know what I mean.”
Curious, Blake thought. She studied him closely from across the table. Nathan looked as though he hadn’t slept a wink the previous night. Heck, maybe the whole previous week. He reached for his coffee cup—empty—and began to fidget with it.
Either he was one hell of an actor, or something really was eating him.
Or both. Blake reminded herself that there was a third possibility: that somebody from Brody—or was it Darryl’s—crew had gotten to Nathan and flipped him. He could be working for them right now.
Blake’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She wiggled her buttocks to free up enough room in the cramped booth to pull it free. Two messages from Ryan flashed up in quick succession on the lock screen. He’d already read her the riot act for her antics the previous night. Not that she shouldn’t have gone: only that he should have been there with her.
But Ryan’s temper was like a tropical squall. It didn’t hang around. She didn’t worry he wanted to remonstrate with her further. And she was right.
SHE’S UP.
SHE ONLY REMEMBERS ONE DATE. Saturday 11 June. Her birthday.
“DAMMIT,” Blake whispered. “Those pieces of shit.”
Her stomach clenched at the thought of Ashley—and all those other girls—being locked in the dark like livestock. Worse than livestock. Had their captors thought so little of them that they didn’t even consider turning on a light?
Or was it all part of the game? A way of crushing what was left of the women’s self-esteem into the dirt?
She gritted her teeth, deciding it was probably the latter.
Nathan frowned at her. “Who? What are you talking about?”
“You first,” she said, deciding that at the very least, she needed to hear him out. “What’s so important that we needed to meet?”
“Aside from the waffles?” Nathan joked weakly.
Shirley chose that moment to introduce herself. She was in her early sixties, if Blake had to guess, and Caleb had always said that she knew everything there was to know about Northern Pines and everybody who lived there. She wasn’t a gossip, she always claimed, but she drifted from table to table with her filter coffee jug in her right hand, tilting her ears in the direction of one juicy conversation after another.
“Oh darlin’, it’s nice to see you around here again,” she said, making it implicitly clear that she knew exactly what had happened to her brother, even if she wasn’t going to come right out and say it.
“Thanks, Shirley,” Blake said in a tone that indicated she had no intention of engaging. “A coffee please. Black.”
“Coming right up,” she drawled. She reached over and poured Blake a cup of steaming coffee, which she snatched the second it was ready. “Either of you want anything to eat? Best get your order in now before the kitchen gets swamped.”
“I’m good,” Blake said automatically, before her stomach growled and forced her to reconsider. “Actually, two waffles, two eggs, sunny side up, and a couple slices of bacon.”
“You got it,” Shirley agreed.
“I’ll take the same,” Nathan said. His color had improved since Blake had sat down, but he still looked drawn.
“You look like you could use it,” Shirley said, apparently agreeing. She didn’t write either order down, but she never did. She topped up Blake’s coffee, which was already half-drained, then laboriously turned away.
Nathan opened his mouth as if to say something, but Blake quickly lifted a finger to her lips. He frowned but complied.
“Speak softly around her,” Blake explained. “Unless you want your whole life story spread around town. She’s quicker than Facebook.”
He nodded in understanding, then looked up cautiously to make sure that Shirley was a long way away before he spoke.
“You were right,” he said.
Blake raised an eyebrow calmly, but inside, a chill ran through her. Was he talking about Caleb? As casually as possible, she said, “Oh?”
She closed her hands around the coffee cup, hoping the searing heat would help steady her.
“Your brother wasn’t the only suspicious death that has occurred on base over the past couple of years. I’ve spent the last few days combing through every record I can find, and I’ve identified several that I have questions about.”
Blake kept her face impassive. She didn’t want to show her cards before she knew whether she could truly trust him. “What kind of questions?”
Nathan ground his teeth together. For a moment, Blake wondered if he was about to up and leave before breakfast had even arrived. He looked jumpy. He glanced out of the window again, sweeping his eyes left and right across the parking lot and the road beyond in a pattern that Blake recognized from her own protective detail training. He was splitting the area into quadrants, then clearing each of them in turn.
He’s worried we’re being watched.
“Captain Richter shut down my investigation into Kyle Thompson’s death,” he finally said. “He told me that it was a random killing, that we didn’t have the resources to follow up on every tragedy.”
“You disagree?”
“Of course I disagree!” Nathan practically exploded. He looked around the diner, realizing that he had attracted a couple of curious glances in response. He modulated his tone before continuing. “The gun used to kill Kyle was used in another shooting.”
“Where?” Blake asked, her eyes widening.
“Not far from here. Almost two years back. Some kind of narcotics crime. According to the police report, the victim was a 37-year-old Caucasian male. A known street drug dealer.”
Blake’s forehead knotted into lines. “What was Richter’s justification for halting the investigation?”
“He didn’t kill it completely. He punted it to the local cops. A detective called Ortega, I think. Same guy who’d investigated the original murder. Richter said that it was a local crime and got Kyle’s CO to sign off on it. I think they just wanted to sweep it under the rug. He was an embarrassment.”
Blake’s tone sharpened. “Did you say Ortega?”
“Yeah. You know him?” Nathan asked.
“You could say that.” Blake nodded. She met the man’s gaze and stared deeply into his eyes, judging whether she could trust him. After a long while, she decided to take the leap. If an agent like Nathan Cooper could be corrupted, then there was no hope for any of them.
She paused for a moment as two plates of food arrived, carried by a different server. Shirley was engaged in an intense conversation on the other side of the diner.
“Thanks,” both she and Nathan said at once.
Blake drizzled her plate with syrup, then cut a large hunk of waffle, loaded it with eggs and bacon, and stuffed it into her mouth. Her words came out muffled, but it was a small sacrifice to make.
“I think he’s on the take,” she said.
“That figures,” Nathan agreed. He scowled.
Blake wondered how many times Richter had pulled the same trick.
Nathan looked back up. “What makes you think that?”
“He’s trying to pin a premeditated murder charge on me.” Blake shrugged. “I’m pretty sure he’s faking evidence to do it.”
Frowning, Nathan said, “Kyle?”
Blake shook her head. “A guy came at me with a knife outside my place a few nights back. Luckily, he got put down before he had a chance to do any real damage.”
Nathan’s mouth dropped open. “That was you? I heard something about that on the grapevine. You could’ve been killed!”
“Maybe that would have been a blessing,” she replied. She was dog tired. Part of her just wanted to give up.
Don’t you dare.
It was Caleb’s voice that she heard inside her. He’d never let her give up in life, and apparently, he wasn’t willing to break that streak even from beyond the grave.
Asshole.
“Anyway,” she continued hurriedly, “things heated up after—”
Blake clamped her mouth shut. She was pretty sure she could trust Nathan with most facts around her investigation, but not with Ashley’s safety on the line. Not yet, at least.
“—after something happened,” she finished lamely. She winced, hoping he would understand.
“I get it.” He shrugged. “Need to know. And I don’t.”
“It’s something like that. To cut a long story short, I did something to piss the bad guys off, and two hops and a jump later, Ortega was coming after me with this bullshit charge. I’m pretty sure it won’t stick, but not for lack of trying.”
“Don’t forget they tried to kill you as well,” Nathan said, scowling even deeper. “Fuck. I hate this. Every time I think I’m getting somewhere, I run into another damn wall. It’s like I’m running cross-country with my eyes blindfolded and both hands tied behind my back.”
“You need to watch yourself, too,” she said. “Don’t trust anyone.”
Nathan jerked back, surprised. “They wouldn’t come after a federal agent. They’d have to be crazy.”
Blake raised her eyebrow. “Did you know a guy called Isaac? Isaac Whitley?”
“Of course,” he replied quickly. “I—” He stopped and blinked rapidly several times as his brain caught up. “Wait. You don’t think his death was an accident either, do you?”
“I do not,” Blake replied steadily.
Blake closed her eyes. Something Nathan had said chiseled a thought loose in her mind. Brody Conner and Darryl Hansen—it didn’t matter which was in charge—thought they were two steps ahead of everyone. If she was right, they had corrupted both Detective Ortega and Captain Richter. They had cops and law enforcement running interference for them.
But was there a way they could use that to their advantage?
Well, Nathan anyway. He had access to resources she and Ryan could only dream of.
She raised an eyebrow. “You want to help?”
“You know I do. But you’re keeping me in the dark.”
“Look into Richter’s whereabouts on base. Cross reference them with the following guys: Darryl Hansen, Brody Conner, Chad Simmons, and Trevor Hicks. They’re all involved somehow, but everything comes back to Bragg. I don’t know why, but it does. And your boss is neck deep in it.”
Nathan’s expression clouded. His shoulders slumped as he confronted the enormity of the task and perhaps also that he wasn’t the first investigator to lose their life looking into it. “That’s a hell of a haystack. You think you can narrow that down for me?”
Blake lifted her cell phone off the table and glanced at the lock screen once again. Ryan’s message was still there. She looked up and met Nathan’s gaze. “Start with the night of June 11, 2022, and then find out what Richter’s up to every other Saturday before and after. Maybe every Saturday, if you’re a glutton for punishment.”
“What am I looking for?”
She answered simply, “Proof.”
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“You have to go,” Ashley snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. Her hair was ruffled, her eyelids still heavy—evidence of the sleep she’d awoken from as Ryan and Blake chewed over what to do about the warehouse.
Blake turned to Ryan. He looked as guilty as she felt. They should’ve been more careful around her.
“We can’t leave you alone,” she pointed out. “It’s not safe.”
“Nobody knows I’m here,” Ashley said forcefully. She pointed at Blake’s SUV, which was sitting in the driveway. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Trevor isn’t just going to stumble across me out here.”
Blake realized with a start that she’d driven her own car here instead of the rental. She was so sleep deprived from the previous night’s extracurricular activities she’d forgotten to switch vehicles. She kicked herself. She needed to bat a thousand every single time. She cast her mind back, replaying the entire journey to the cabin in her mind. Had she been tailed?
No. She’d doubled up on herself, accelerated through stop signs and generally used every trick in the book to dodge a tail. She was certain nobody knew she was here.
Ashley stared at her. “Aren’t you going to say something?”
“It’s not a debate.”
“Yes it is,” Ashley replied instantly.
Blake blinked slowly. She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Partly because Ashley was right. Her previous life hadn’t held any room for debates. She had been told what to do, when, and to whom. Who were they to perpetuate that?
“We don’t even know it’s the same place,” she said lamely.
“Then show me.”
As Blake opened her mouth to respond, Ashley continued, “On Google Earth. Don’t worry. I’m not asking you to take me out on a field trip.“
Ryan’s gaze flickered toward Blake. He was sitting in front of her laptop computer, which was connected to a mobile hotspot through one of the burner phones. He looked like he was waiting for her to make a decision.
Coward, she thought blackly. The look he shot her in return left her in no doubt that he knew what she was thinking. And didn’t care one bit.
“Fine,” she finally said, playing for time. “But that’s it.”
It took Ryan just a few seconds to pull up the location on Google Earth. Ashley peered forward, her jaw set. She was silent for a couple of seconds, then nodded firmly. “That’s it.”
“How can you be so sure?” Blake asked.
“Because I am,” Ashley said forcefully. She traced her finger across the screen. “We drove down a long road. This road, I remember the trees. And the warehouse itself is the same shape. I’m certain.”
She glared up at them, as if daring either of them to deny her.
“So,” she said, “when are you going?”

“I STILL DON’T FEEL good about this,” Blake admitted. She reached across the center console and across Ryan’s chest as her SUV hit a pothole and jolted violently, then let out a slight laugh in response to her automatic reaction.
“I’m a big boy,” he said, grinning. “I can handle myself. But I agree with you. Leaving Ashley on her own doesn’t give me the warm and fuzzies. But it’s necessary.”
“How, exactly?”
“Take the next left,” Ryan said, glancing down at his phone.
She did as instructed then looked across at him. “You were saying?”
“I was saying that we can’t treat her with kid gloves,” he replied firmly. “She doesn’t have access to any opiates, not that I’m convinced she would take them if she did. That kid has all kinds of determination.”
“I know it,” Blake said softly. She felt a fresh surge of rage against the bastards who had mistreated Ashley so badly. “That’s what you were doing before, right? Allowing her to walk on her own two feet?”
Ryan nodded. “I’ve lost friends to addiction. The ones who beat it, they did it themselves. All we can do is give her the tools. The rest is up to Ashley. If she needs us, she has a cell phone, and she knows the right number to call.”
“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Blake groused.
“Me neither.” Ryan glanced back down at the cell phone in his hands. “Okay, kill your lights.”
After she complied, he continued, “There should be an abandoned barn a couple of hundred yards up ahead. We should park there and finish the journey on foot. It’s a little over half a mile to the warehouse.”
Blake spied the remnants of a farm up ahead and tucked the vehicle in behind an old corrugated iron barn. The place looked like it had been abandoned for years. Rust streaked the metal sheets and had rotted through entire sections, which now allowed moonlight to stream through.
Her personal phone buzzed in her pocket, and she drew it out reflexively. More sleep deprivation. She shouldn’t have left it on. It was unlikely that anybody could use it to track her. But not impossible. It was just an email notification. She was about to power the phone down when she saw the name in the sender field.
Kayla Phillips, Break the Cycle.
As Ryan hopped out of the SUV, Blake opened the email. The cover letter was sparse and professional, but she was only interested in the results of the test on the pill she’d found in Kyle’s storage container.
‘Fenethylline. 97% purity. Aliases/street names: Biocapton, Fitton, Captagon, Capti, Cap.’
“Cap…” Blake breathed. That was how Ashley had referred to the stimulant Trevor Hicks gave the girls before forcing them to work.
She closed her eyes. She’d heard of Captagon, right? She’d read about it in some warning bulletin years back. Her memory was hazy. She recalled what she could. It was produced in the Middle East, mostly. The precursor chemicals were readily available, and it was pumped out by failed states like Syria by the ton.
But what the hell was it doing in Monroe County?
“You coming?” Ryan called out in a hoarse whisper.
Blake pushed the results out of her mind. She couldn’t be distracted. Not right now. Both of their lives might rest on her staying sharp. But the sense that she was close to putting all the pieces of the jigsaw together lingered at the back of her mind.
She slung the camera strap over her shoulder, and then made one final check of the pistol and spare magazines she was carrying. They’d left the shotgun with Ashley. Looking at Axe contentedly curled up at the girl’s feet, it was difficult to believe there was a fearsome guard dog somewhere in that gentle soul, but Blake had no doubt that if it came to it, the dog’s protective instincts would win out.
“Ready?” Ryan asked. He’d fashioned a kind of rubber doorstop on to the tip of his cane to help prevent it sinking into the mud, but right now, he held it horizontally, not needing it.
Blake nodded.
They trekked for about half an hour through light scrub, using sparse trees and other foliage for cover where possible. Ryan stopped frequently and almost seemed to turn his head up to the sky as if he was sniffing the air. At first, Blake wondered whether his foot was troubling him, but she quickly grew to appreciate the truth. He was a predator operating in his natural environment.
The dark.
It was a fascinating glimpse into the man the Army had sculpted Ryan into. And what one cruelly placed IED had cost.
What did it cost? Blake wondered. Ryan was still out here, wasn’t he? Putting himself in harm’s way, heedless of the consequences of failure. She questioned whether she would have had the same mental fortitude in his shoes.
She grinned. Shoe.
But maybe she had. She’d wallowed for a long time after Caleb’s death. And yet she was out here too. She hadn’t given up.
A couple of times, they caught a glimpse of electric light up ahead. It was the warehouse, Blake knew.
Somebody’s home.
The knowledge that they weren’t alone sharpened her senses. Every snap of a twig, bird hooting in the air, or whisper of wind sounded impossibly loud. She marveled at the way Ryan moved in almost complete silence.
A couple minutes later, Ryan held up his hand in a fist. Blake stopped instantly and turned questioningly toward him. He pointed at the ground to indicate that she should stay where she was and waited until she nodded in confirmation.
Then he disappeared into the darkness. One moment he was there, the next he was gone. It happened so suddenly that if Blake had blinked, she might have missed it. Even though she hadn’t, she basically did.
She held her breath and attempted to listen to the night as Ryan had done. What had attracted his attention? As far as she could tell, there was nothing out here. No murmur of talking, no growl from a vehicle’s engine.
Just… nothing.
As suddenly as he disappeared, Ryan returned. He stood so close to Blake she could feel his heat crackling on her skin. She shivered but pushed aside the sudden wave of attraction she felt welling up inside her. Now was definitely not the time to deal with that minefield.
He dropped his lips to her ear and whispered, “It’s just up ahead. Two lookouts on this side.”
Blake’s chest tightened at the news as a surge of adrenaline flooded through her. This was no wild goose chase, after all. Darryl’s crew wouldn’t have bothered protecting this place if it wasn’t important.
Ryan pointed to his right. “Follow me,” he whispered. “That way, about thirty yards. There’s an open door on that side of the warehouse. It looks like they’re preparing something.”
She made a thumbs-up to acknowledge her understanding and prepared to follow his lead. He moved even slower than before, though she half-suspected it was partly for her benefit and that he’d be much quicker if he was operating on his own. Somehow, while she was holding her breath and pleading with her body not to cough, or sneeze, or even freaking fart loud enough to give the game away, Ryan had the spare mental capacity to point out twigs that she was about to step on.
That’s just showing off…
After what might have been hours but was probably mere minutes, Ryan indicated that they were in position. He flattened himself onto his belly and crawled a few feet along the damp, muddy ground until he surmounted a low ridge. Blake followed.
As she reached the top, she finally saw the warehouse in its full glory. Chinks of light emerged into the darkness around the edges of various entrance doors and loading docks. High up on the second floor, there was just one single window, perhaps into an office, but only a shadow of light was visible up there. The room’s main light was turned off.
Blake squinted into the darkness. A cloud had scuttled across the night sky and temporarily blocked out the moon. She couldn’t see any sign of either the guards or the shipment that Ryan had mentioned. Since she trusted his senses better than her own eyes, she readied the camera anyway, removing the lens cap and powering it up.
“There.” Ryan pointed. “To the left, you see it?”
She followed his finger, and slowly the silhouette of an SUV or pickup truck came into view. It was backed up against the building, close to one of the loading bays.
Immediately she brought the camera viewfinder up to her right eye. She focused on the vehicle’s silhouette and snapped several pictures before zooming in further and capturing a grainy but just barely visible image of the plates.
A flicker of light in the darkness proved obvious enough that Blake didn’t need Ryan’s help to see it. Somebody had just lit up a cigarette. She quickly pivoted the camera toward the burning ember but was too late to snap a photograph of the smoker’s face.
She made a face of disappointment.
Only a couple of seconds later, she forgot the near miss. The loading bay doors nearest to the truck swung wide open. The shape of a person was silhouetted against the bright lights inside. Once again, Blake hurriedly shifted her pose and focused the camera on a new target.
Her mouth dropped wide open as she watched through the camera’s viewfinder, snapping a photo every couple of seconds. She didn’t want to—couldn’t—miss even a single frame of this.
It’s exactly what we came here for.
Without knowing every move he made was being captured for posterity, the man in Blake’s photographs leaned forward and passed a brick of drugs into the rear of the SUV. He then turned and picked up another from inside and handed it to whoever was in the back of the vehicle.
“That’s Brody Conner,” Ryan whispered.
Blake nodded as she clicked several more frames. “And he’s given us probable cause.”
Conner called out. Both she and Ryan stiffened but quickly realized that it had nothing to do with them. Since he was no longer handing narcotics to whoever was inside the vehicle, she figured it signaled that the loading was complete.
A few minutes later, her suspicion was confirmed. A figure walked around the blind side of the SUV, out of sight of her camera, and climbed inside. The engine coughed into life, and a set of headlights flickered on.
Blake snapped several shots of the car as it departed. By the time she was done, the loading bay’s doors had swung shut once more. Both guards disappeared inside. The warehouse’s surroundings were once again plunged into darkness, but Blake felt the exact opposite. Endorphins were flooding through her. She felt like she could dance.
“Time to go,” Ryan whispered. “We got what we came for.”
As she nodded in happy agreement and began to wiggle backward down the ridge, something vibrated in Blake’s pocket. At first she thought she’d caught her pants on a thorn bush. As she glanced down, she realized that it had to be the burner phone.
Something is wrong.
Blake scrabbled to pull the phone out of her pocket. Her fingers were suddenly nerveless with worry, and she fumbled clumsily as she pulled it free. Ryan looked back at her questioningly, but she didn’t say anything.
She accepted the call, pressed the phone to her ear and spoke in a hurried whisper. “Ashley, is everything okay?”
Blake knew that she would remember the whimper of fear that echoed down the line for the rest of her life. Her stomach clenched, and blood drained from her face. All her earlier joy disappeared in one horrible instant.
“Blake,” Ashley whimpered, her voice so quiet it was barely audible. “Someone’s here.”
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“Dammit,” Blake hissed the moment they were safely back inside her SUV. “How could we have been so stupid?”
As soon as Ryan’s passenger door slammed shut, she started the engine and put it into reverse. She stepped on the gas, and the car skidded backward about fifteen feet before she switched back into drive and spun the wheel quicker than she had since her days doing defensive driving training.
They had almost sprinted back to the SUV. The whole way, Blake had relentlessly pressed the call button on her phone as she tried desperately to raise Ashley. But there was no answer. Whatever was happening at the cabin, she was silent.
Tersely, Ryan said, “Right” as he jabbed his finger at the upcoming turning.
Blake took it without thinking. She spun around the turn about ten miles an hour too fast, and her tires bit into the grass at the edge of the road. Ryan didn’t complain. Both their minds were occupied by the same horrible fear.
The drive back to the cabin should’ve taken half an hour. It took twenty minutes. They barely spoke. Ryan directed them, and when he wasn’t glued to the maps application on his phone, his fingers thrummed against his pistol. Blake just gritted her teeth. If whoever was at the cabin was still there when she arrived, she had no doubt she would put a bullet in them.
No matter the consequences.
But it was too late for that. Even as they bumped along the dirt road toward the cabin at high speed, she knew that. By now, Ashley would almost certainly be dead. Whoever had come after her had plenty of time to achieve that goal.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” Ryan said grimly as he chambered a round. “Stay low, don’t expose yourself. If someone looks at you funny, put a bullet through them.”
“Same to you.”
The moment the SUV’s headlights greeted the front of the cabin, Blake stamped on the brakes. The vehicle skidded to a halt in a spray of mud and rainwater. She jumped out, Ryan simultaneously mirroring her actions on the opposite side.
“The door is open,” she called in a low whisper.
“I see it,” Ryan replied.
He performed a slow circle in place, aiming his pistol at the woods that surrounded the cabin. Blake bit her lip and almost shouted at him to hurry the hell up as she covered his six. But she knew it was the right move. If they rushed into the situation and got themselves killed because of it, no one would benefit.
“I don’t see anybody,” he called out.
“Let’s clear the house,” Blake said.
Part of her didn’t want to enter the cabin. She dreaded what they might find. They’d brought Ashley here. Promised that she would be safe. And they’d let her down.
As they cautiously stepped toward the front porch, each raked their pistols left and right. Blake’s breath was ragged and uneven in her chest. No matter how many times she’d trained for this, the real thing was completely different.
Ryan was calmer, but worry lines were etched into his face. He paused and pursed his lips, then let out a fierce whistle.
Blake flinched at the sound. But given the way she’d thundered down the track toward the cabin, there was no way that anyone inside could be unaware that they had visitors.
“Axe?” Ryan yelled a moment later. “You there, buddy?”
He was answered with nothing. Just a terrifying, empty stillness.
Blake’s stomach screwed up into a tight knot. She blinked and saw the friendly dog’s face staring back at her.
Get your head in the game.
There would be time for recriminations later. Now wasn’t it. The possibility still remained that Ashley was inside, bleeding out, or that the perpetrator was still on the scene.
Ryan glanced back at her and shook his head. His face was dark and inscrutable. Blake’s heart broke for him.
She nodded and proceeded toward the porch. The fence around it meant that there was only a narrow entrance by the steps, a few feet wide. It was a horrible tactical position. It funneled her through a predictable pathway from which she could be shot at by anyone waiting inside the dark cabin.
So she did it quickly, stepping up both stairs in a single lunge and quickly moving to the relative safety to her left. She was still exposed to potential gunfire through the windows, so she took five quick steps forward and pressed her body against the cabin’s outer wall.
Her chest heaved with exertion and adrenaline.
“Moving behind,” Ryan whispered. He aped her movements on the opposite side of the cabin’s front door. A couple of seconds later, he was standing opposite her.
Blake craned her neck but heard nothing. As far as she could tell, the cabin was empty.
Of life?
“Cover me,” Ryan said.
She nodded, taking a step back and watching over the former Green Beret as he ‘sliced the pizza’—stepping around the door frame inch by inch as he swept his pistol around the interior in slices. The technique, drilled into both of them in the Army, had the advantage of meaning that the smallest amount of his torso was exposed to gunfire at any one time.
Five seconds later, he muttered, “Main room, clear.”
Ryan stepped inside. As Blake followed him, she heard something crunch underneath her boots.
Glass.
She swept it from her mind. Right now, she had one job: to watch Ryan’s back. She followed him inside, moving to her left instantly so that she could cover him from a different angle. She marveled at the cool professionalism with which he worked. Despite his stilted limp, he moved both with an economy of effort and yet faster than she’d believed possible.
The door to Ashley’s bedroom was wide open. The one to the spare room had swung mostly shut but remained open just a crack. Blake wracked her brain as she tried to remember whether they’d left it that way.
Ryan headed for Ashley’s room first. Though she was desperate to see what lay inside, Blake stuck to her position. She aimed her pistol at the closed bedroom door, glancing at the cabin’s main entrance every couple of seconds to ensure nobody could jump them while they were occupied.
He stepped inside. Blake held her breath, praying with every fiber of her being that he would find Ashley in there, even injured, just so long as she was alive.
“Clear,” Ryan said, his voice muffled from inside the room.
It’s empty, she knew.
“Copy,” Blake said, already moving toward the spare bedroom. Her heart clenched as she considered the other possibility: that Ryan had found the body. He wouldn’t have told her. Not yet.
She stopped in front of the second doorway for just a fraction of a second to steady herself. She took a deep breath, then nudged the door open. The room was about half the size of Ashley’s. Moonlight streamed in through the uncovered windows. Apparently, the earlier cloud was gone.
She stepped inside, knowing already that it was a bust. The aim of her pistol pivoted left and right as she rounded the frame of the bed to check the only remaining point that she couldn’t see.
Her head fell forward. “It’s empty.”
“Shit,” Ryan swore. “What the hell happened here?”
“I don’t know,” Blake whispered. “How did they find this place?”
“Close the curtains,” Ryan said, seamlessly pivoting from frustration to action. “All of them.”
“Huh?”
“Just do it.”
Blake moved sluggishly, as if she was swimming through the thick soup of guilt. Where was Ashley? She stumbled toward the bedroom window and shakily drew the curtains across. By the time she was finished and returned to the cabin’s living room, Ryan had shielded the remainder of the windows.
He closed the front door and flicked the light switch on. “Stay away from the windows,” he said curtly.
She understood. He didn’t want either of them to be silhouetted by the light if there was still a bad guy out there. Smart move. How could he think so clearly when she could barely concentrate on breathing?
Get a hold of yourself.
Blake pinched the skin on the back of her left hand as hard as she could, digging in the nails until she wondered if she would draw blood. It hurt, but the twinge of agony helped clear the fog from her mind.
She needed to focus. It was time to get her investigator’s hat on. There was a chance that Ashley was still out there. Even if she wasn’t, they needed to find out what had happened to her.
Guilt can wait.
She spun and surveyed the cabin’s main room in the light for the first time. A lamp near the sofa had been toppled over. The lampshade had fallen off and been crushed underfoot. A huge chunk had been taken out of the wall just to the left of the front door.
“Shotgun,” Ryan said, limping slightly as he walked over to it. His cane must still have been in the car.
“She fought back,” Blake said.
Continuing her circle, Blake noticed a few shards of wooden splinters on the floor near Ashley’s bedroom. She strode over quickly and crouched down. She wasn’t concerned with protecting the crime scene. Not right now.
Had some of the pellets scraped the bedroom door when Ashley fired?
Blake looked up. No. The door opened inward. She could see that the lock was shattered. Somebody had kicked it in. She closed her eyes and momentarily pictured the terror that must have swarmed Ashley’s mind as she retreated to the bedroom.
“Get back,” Ryan warned, swiftly joining her. “That window’s still uncovered.”
She could see it. It wasn’t just uncovered; it was shattered. Only a few shards of glass had landed inside the cabin.
It was broken from the inside.
Closing her eyes again, Blake pictured what had happened. Ashley must have been inside the cabin. Either she or Axe had sensed movement outside. She would have looked to see if it was friendly. When it wasn’t, or perhaps as the attacker or attackers had tried to force the door, she must have fired the shotgun.
When she missed, she’d backpedaled. Headed for her bedroom. For safety. Knowing her only hope of survival was escape, she’d smashed the locked bedroom window and climbed out.
“She might be out there,” Blake said hoarsely.
She rushed toward the shattered window. There were several smears of blood and a couple of full droplets, already mostly clotted and dark. Ashley had cut her hands as she made her escape. Perhaps her attacker had too. It could be evidence. But was there anyone they could trust to process it?
Ryan nodded, already turning. He’d reached the same conclusion.
“We need to get out there,” he said. His voice was as raw as hers.
He’s worrying about Axe, too, Blake knew. What the hell did I get the two of them into?
She sucked in a deep breath. Her heart was still racing from the adrenaline and fear of clearing the cabin. She closed her eyes for a beat to steady herself, then forced them back open. Her jaw was set.
“Let’s do this,” she muttered.
She struggled to keep up with Ryan as he charged toward the cabin’s small kitchen. He opened a small cabinet door and pulled out a pair of heavy-duty steel flashlights, each as long as a tube of Pringles, though mercifully thinner. He clicked both on and tossed one to her. She caught it easily and switched it to her left hand. Drawing her pistol again, she walked with Ryan toward the front door and made ready.
“You open, I’ll clear,” he said.
Blake nodded her response. She reached for the door handle. “Three, two…”
One.
She snatched it open. Nice and wide, to give Ryan a complete firing angle. The night’s cool air slapped her in the face. Ryan circled the doorjamb as he stepped outside, eyes scanning left and right in search of trouble. Blake swallowed her fear and joined him, covering his blind spots as he searched the tree line.
“Round the back,” he whispered.
“Got it.”
They traced the edge of the cabin. Blake swept the beam of her flashlight left and right as she searched for footprints or other pieces of evidence. Ryan set the pace, moving quickly but cautiously.
Slow is smooth, Blake thought, remembering a motto her brother had often repeated. And smooth is fast.
After rounding the back of the cabin, they closed on the exterior of Ashley’s bedroom window. The light glinted against shards of broken glass, some bloody. Blake checked to the left and right of the window but saw nothing. They turned and played the beams of the flashlights out as far into the trees as they would stretch.
Blake’s breath caught in her throat.
“Footprints,” Ryan said.
“I see them.” She pulled the beam of her flashlight forward and back, tracing the path of two sets of footprints: one large, the other small.
“Walk to the side,” she warned, her law enforcement brain taking over. Ryan shot her a curious glance but complied.
Blake crouched on her haunches as she studied the first of the small indentations on the sodden ground. Underneath the tree canopy, there wasn’t enough light to allow grass to grow, so the prints were left in dark mud.
“She was barefoot,” she breathed, just able to make out the distinct shape of the human heel. Somehow, that made it worse. What must have been going through Ashley’s mind as she scrabbled through that window, hands bleeding, freezing cold as she sprinted into the woods?
The second set of footprints clearly belonged to the unknown attacker. It was larger, heavy, and looked like it had been left by a work boot.
“Come on.” Ryan nodded. “Let’s see where they lead.”
Blake echoed her agreement. They followed the trail into the woods. A few times she noticed smaller indentations. Axe’s pawprints? He was still alive at this point.
Hope flared in her breast.
She cried out, “Ashley? Axe? Are you out there?”
They listened hopefully, but there was no response.
The trail led at least a hundred yards. The ground sloped downward here, toward a small stream. Several large trees had fallen at some point in the recent past, torn from the earth by a powerful winter storm, dirt still clinging to the cone of roots at their base.
The trail led to the nearest of them. Foliage hung on to the broad latticework of branches at its top. It resembled an enormous rhododendron shrub.
Did she try and hide?
“Axe?” Ryan called out. “You there, boy?”
Blake pretended she didn’t hear the pain in his voice. Her foot splashed into a puddle on the ground as she stepped forward but not before flinching. She’d heard a low groan.
For a fraction of a second, she and Ryan traded astonished glances, then both ran toward the downed tree. Ryan rounded it first, moving with astonishing speed.
Blake heard him first before she saw the scene with her own eyes. “Oh, God.”



34
“Fucking bitch!”
Trevor’s words rang in Ashley’s mind, instantly causing hot tears to spring from the corners of her eyes. Her world had been reduced to a space of five feet by four, the lid of the coffin she was lying in only a few inches from the top of her chest.
How did he find me?
Ashley moaned as a combination of despair and pain overcame her. The car jolted as it hit a pothole or some other obstruction on the road ahead and kicked her a full couple of inches into the air before she landed heavily back down on the floor of the trunk. Her vision went white with agony as her injured shoulder took the brunt of the impact.
She tried to scream, but the gag in her mouth swallowed it whole. The scrap of rag tasted like engine oil, searing her taste buds and sending a trickle of rancid saliva down the back of her throat that was making her stomach convulse.
You can’t be sick.
She knew that if she vomited right now, she would choke to death in the trunk of Trevor’s car. She would be asphyxiated by the contents of her own stomach, the acid burning the tender flesh in her lungs as it searched for someplace, anyplace to go. It would be a horrific way to die.
But maybe better than what lay in store for her.
The cold dread that kissed Ashley’s skin in that moment, provoking the fine hairs on the back of her arms to rise, was almost enough to clear her mind of the pain.
Almost.
He wouldn’t let her live. She knew that without a shadow of a doubt. He couldn’t let her live. Not after running. Not after tasting freedom. He would make an example out of her. Show the others that what lay on the other side was purgatory, not salvation.
Worse, he would make her suffer. Hers would not be a quick death. He would make her scream until her throat went raw and her voice gave out. He wouldn’t stop until she was little more than a carcass of meat, not a human.
But Ashley’s thoughts drifted away from Trevor. Tears coursed down her cheeks in waves. When she closed her eyes, she saw the last few seconds of her desperate flight playing out in her mind like a movie.
“Axe,” she whispered. At least, tried to. The gag stifled her words. It didn’t even let her mourn.
Ryan’s dog had sensed something was wrong long before she had. He’d growled as Trevor’s car rolled slowly down the dark dirt road that led to the hunting cabin. She’d grabbed the shotgun. Hidden behind the couch, hanging on to Axe’s collar so that he didn’t jump in the way of her aim. Waited in terrified silence as she heard a car door click open, then slam closed.
Heavy boot steps on the wooden front porch. A thudding on the front door, so hard the whole frame shook.
“I know you’re in there, Ashley. Make it easy for yourself. Don’t be a dumb bitch.”
She’d pulled the trigger the second his heel crashed into the door and sent it swinging open. There was only one shell in the thing.
And she’d missed.
The unexpected roar had sent Trevor scurrying backward like a terrified rodent. He was the worst of all of them, vicious to the girls. A bully, but also a cringing coward, unlike Brody’s cold, calculated cruelty. She’d sensed it in him the first time they ever met. He wasn’t the alpha dog that he wanted to be and compensated for that perceived inadequacy by layering on muscle mass like armor.
The moment’s reprieve had given her a chance to retreat to the bedroom. She’d frozen in panic as Axe growled at the door. It was the dog who had given her the courage to run. She’d known Trevor would shoot him if she didn’t do something. And she’d known just as surely that Axe would sacrifice his life in an attempt to save her.
And that it would be in vain.
So she’d smashed the locked window. Somehow found the strength to throw Axe out and drag him into the trees just as Trevor reached the bedroom door. She’d run for the woods.
Not fast enough.
The bullet wound in her shoulder throbbed at the memory of being shot. It had felt like a bee sting at first. Then a hot poker searing through her flesh. She’d stumbled, tumbled to the ground. Blood had drenched her clothing.
Axe turned away from her, growling as he faced the oncoming threat. Somehow she’d dragged herself behind a fallen tree. Put pressure on the exit wound, just below her collarbone. Axe had come with her. His ears pinned back. Growling.
And then he disappeared.
Ashley had thought he’d run. She’d begun to weep, silent tears trickling down her face.
She was alone.
Trevor rounded the tree. Somehow he’d known where she was. He was cursing. A trickle of blood ran down his left side. She must have winged him with the shotgun blast.
How did I miss?
She would remember the malevolent evil in Trevor’s eyes as he met hers for the rest of her life. The way he leered at her as she cowered in front of him.
And then the tiny flinch, the squeal of horror he let out as Axe launched himself toward him. The dog tore a chunk out of her attacker’s left calf, locking on and shaking his powerful neck right and left over and over as Trevor howled in agony.
For a moment she’d thought she was saved. Only a moment.
But a good one.
Trevor had squeezed the trigger of his pistol, and Axe fell away with a whimper. The dog’s chest heaved on the ground, and slick blood coated his dark fur.
“Don’t kill him!”
“You think I’m dumb?” Trevor had snarled. “I’m going to let the little bastard bleed out. It might take an hour, but he’ll regret what he did.”
Ashley’s eyelids flickered. She knew she was drifting in and out of consciousness. The fabric underneath her was sticky with blood. How much had she lost?
She attempted to reach up and probe her wound, but a pinch at the torn skin on her wrists reminded her that they were bound.
That’s right, she remembered. He tied me up.
Her ankles were also lashed together. Ashley didn’t see the point. She was too weak to run even if she saw an opportunity. She slumped back against the floor of the trunk. Her eyelids began to droop.
She slipped into the darkness.
She woke with a gasp. Her throat tightened with shock, and her hazy vision desperately tried to refocus on what was in front of her. She could only tell that the trunk was open because it was no longer dark all around.
Two pairs of hands reached into her prison and seized her, one by each arm. They dragged her upright as she screamed into her gag. The pain of the force going through her pin-holed shoulder caused her knees to give way, only redoubling the agony. She screamed until her throat went hoarse, and then she blacked out.
She woke. Her toes dragged against the ground.
Ashley caught a few flashes of sight as she hung between the two men. She was too weak to lift up her head, so her chin lolled against her chest. As she stared down at the floor, she knew that Trevor wasn’t one of the men holding her. Neither of her captors was limping.
She heard him cursing somewhere far behind her, and even in the depths of her pain and confusion, she smiled. Some men deserved forgiveness. Not him.
She blinked. It was as though she’d missed the last few seconds. They’d stopped. One of them was fiddling with a padlocked door. A dread built in her stomach. She knew this place. Remembered the stairs leading down to the basement. The all-consuming blackness at the bottom.
“No,” she whimpered—or at least tried to. The gag stole her words.
The men pulled the door open. One of them grinned at her, the smile tearing harsh lines into an already cruel face. “Don’t trip,” he snarled.
And they let her fall.
She tumbled down the first flight of steps, half a dozen of them. Or more. With her wrists bound in front of her, she was only able to make a feeble attempt at breaking her fall. She bounced against the wall and came to a stop, her head thudding off the hard surface. She felt something warm trickle down the side of her temple.
More blood.
Ashley groaned. The basement door banged loudly against its frame. And then she could no longer tell whether her eyelids were open or closed.
She just lay there, unable to move. Barely capable of coherent thought. She was in a place somewhere between life and death. She didn’t know if she had the energy to go on.
“He—hello?”
The voice was quiet. Scared. And yet somehow brave. Ashley wondered whether she was simply imagining it at all. Maybe she was dreaming.
“Is somebody there?” the voice said, quavering. “Are you hurt?”
Ashley whimpered. But something in the woman’s voice told her she could be trusted.
“I’m coming,” the voice said. “Where are you?”
“I’m on the stairs,” Ashley said weakly, the words coming out in an inaudible mumble through the gag.
She heard quiet footsteps approaching her. Slow, cautious and yet intentional—the mark of someone who knew their way around this dark prison.
How long has she been down here?
There was a brief pause as the woman’s feet bumped against the stairs.
“Make a sound,” she called out softly.
Ashley complied. She didn’t bother using words. Didn’t have the energy to. She just made a sort of low rumble in her chest. A groan. A noise that was more animal than human.
“You’re close,” the voice said.
Ashley listened as the woman climbed the stairs, each footstep bringing her closer. And then she felt warm hands on her skin.
“That’s my ankle,” she tried to say.
The woman’s soft hands probed first downward, toward her toes, then reversed. “They just threw you down here like a sack of meat,” she said, evident horror in her voice. Then, quickly, “I’m sorry.”
Don’t be, Ashley thought, lucidity slowly returning hand in hand with human contact with someone who wasn’t actively trying to kill her. You’re right.
The woman’s hand trailed up her leg now, lingering for a moment on the zip tie around her ankles. She said nothing but resumed her journey upward.
“God,” she breathed. “You’re bleeding. How bad are you hurt?”
Ashley tried to mumble but only succeeded in squashing the saliva-logged gag in her mouth and sending a flood of oily liquid pouring down her throat. She retched.
“Here,” the voice whispered softly, “let me help.”
She reached up and ripped the tape from Ashley’s lips, then gently reached inside and pulled out the rag. “Better?”
“Thank you,” Ashley coughed, every convulsion sending spasms of pain through her entire body.
“Where are you hurt?”
“My shoulder,” Ashley said, her voice cracking. “I got shot. And my hands are all cut up.”
The voice quailed. She sounded shocked by the gravity of the injury. Ashley didn’t blame her. “Oh. Is it bandaged? No, of course not.”
Ashley sagged back against the floor, too drained of energy to speak. She felt as the woman’s hands found first the exit, then the entry wound of the bullet. She absently wondered whether that meant no fragments were left inside.
Probably.
Was that a good thing? The answer was probably academic. She didn’t expect to make it out of this hellhole.
The woman said nothing, but Ashley felt the heat of her hands fade away. She let out a little whimper of disappointment, as if scared that her only source of human contact was going to abandon her to the darkness.
But a moment later, she heard the ripping of cloth, then inhaled sharply as she felt something press firmly against the bullet wound.
“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I have to do it. It’s clotted up, but we need to make sure the bleeding doesn’t come back.”
“Do what you have to,” Ashley gasped.
She gritted her teeth as the woman packed both the front and back of the wound with torn strips of cloth, then bound both in place with what she guessed was the remnants of her top. She tried to thank her, but her protestations were batted away.
Finally, as the woman’s fingers walked down her arms and to the zip tie around her wrists, Ashley asked, “What’s your name?”
There was a short pause, as though she’d forgotten. Then, “Cora. Cora Felton.”
Ashley gasped. Suddenly an image of Blake filled her mind’s eye. The woman had been so kind to her, even though she could tell she was hurting just as badly.
“What?” Cora asked, sounding confused. “Have we met?”
“Something like that,” Ashley whispered. She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t have the energy.
She lay back against the stairs as Cora shifted around her. She began to drift back into unconsciousness. It was difficult to keep her eyes open in the darkness. She knew she needed to keep talking, but it was so damn hard.
“What’s yours?” Cora asked. Her voice sounded as though it was coming from a different direction. From somewhere lower.
“Ashley,” she mumbled.
She felt the heat of breath against her hands. What was happening? Then she felt Cora’s cheek against the skin of her wrists. Felt her teeth on the plastic zip tie, and the way her skin pinched and tore until she finally managed to gnaw through the plastic.
“Thank you…”
“Don’t worry about it,” Cora said. “It kept my mind…occupied.”
She paused, as if she was wondering whether she could—or should—go on. And then the words tumbled from her lips. “They’re going to kill us, you know. I heard them talking. But maybe it won’t be so bad. It can’t be worse than this.”
Cora started to shake, powerful convulsions tearing through her. Ashley felt her writhe beside her. Despite her own despair, she wondered what it must have been like to be down here, alone, knowing a thing like that.
And strangely, the thought made her feel lighter. Less burdened by the knowledge of what was to come. She found Cora’s hand in the dark and squeezed it tightly.
“It’ll be okay,” she whispered. “We won’t be alone.”
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The beam of Blake’s flashlight glinted as it reflected back off a brass shell casing. But that wasn’t what caught her attention. Axe was lying on his side on the ground, his pelt shiny with blood.
She saw Ryan’s face break. He stumbled and almost fell. His pistol hung impotently at his side. There was no danger left in these woods. It had already been and gone.
Blake knew that she had to take control. She sprinted to Axe’s side and sank onto her knees in front of him. The mauled dog silently attempted to lift his head, only to collapse back flat against the ground. He stared up at her, eyes dark.
“You’re going to be okay,” she crooned softly, fingers probing his coat in search of a wound. Blood. There was so much blood. It was everywhere. Her throat clenched. She didn’t see how he could survive losing this much.
She shoved the flashlight between her thighs as a makeshift tripod. The light shone directly onto Axe. His chest moved gently up and down, but Blake knew that he was barely breathing.
There.
After one exhalation, she noticed a bubbling in the blood. She pulled her fingers down and found the entrance wound, which was surrounded by a pink foam. The bullet must’ve punctured a lung.
“I’m sorry, buddy,” she whispered, pushing down on it to close the wound. “I know it hurts.”
Twisting, she turned to look at Ryan, who was slowly coming out of his shock. Rationally she understood that this dog had carried him through the worst moments of his own recovery. Seeing him in this condition must have triggered a memory of his own trauma.
But as harsh as it sounded, they didn’t have time for emotion. “Ryan!” she yelled. “Get the car!”
The keys were still in the ignition, and though her car was wide, the trees were spaced sparsely enough that with a bit of careful driving it would be just possible to negotiate a path through the woods.
In a faraway voice, he stammered, “He’s alive?”
“Barely,” Blake said, still keeping the pressure on the wound. Her eyes flashed. “Go!”
Ryan started to run, at first sluggishly, then in an outright sprint, despite the uneven, muddy terrain underfoot, and the limb itself—which wasn’t exactly designed for the task. The second he was out of sight, Blake returned her attention to the patient.
He stared up at her trustingly, unable to move. She didn’t dare break away from his gaze, which had as much humanity as any person she’d ever met.
“You did good, bud,” she said softly. “You did everything you could.”
We were the ones who screwed up.
They should never have left Ashley on her own. Axe’s fate, Ashley’s disappearance, both traced directly back to her bad judgment. If either of them died, she would have to bear that guilt on her conscience for the rest of her life.
I already will.
The growl of her SUV’s engine snapped her out of her depressive reverie, if only temporarily. Ryan was gunning the gas as much as he could. A moment later, he skidded the car to a halt a few feet behind her and jumped out.
He ran toward her, but Blake was already shaking her head. “We need a stretcher,” she said. “Get the shelf that sits on top of the spare tire in the trunk.”
Ryan spun around and returned a few seconds later with a large sheet of fabric-topped stiff plastic. It was easily large enough to bear Axe. They slid it gently underneath the dog, Blake lifting him up half an inch as Ryan pushed.
“There’s no blood on the other side of his coat,” Blake said. “The bullet must still be inside.”
“On three,” Ryan said hoarsely. He took a grip of his side of the plastic sheet and waited until Blake had a secure grasp of her own.
“Two…”
“Three.”
They lifted Axe’s makeshift stretcher in one movement and carried him slowly to the trunk of her car. In the light thrown by the bulb built into the rear door, she saw that while Axe was undeniably coated in blood, it was only barely oozing out of the wound.
She decided to believe that was a good thing.
“Get going,” she said hurriedly as Ryan sprinted for the driver’s seat. “I’ll call ahead and find a vet. I’ll text you the address.”
He looked back at her strangely, not seeming to understand.
“I need to stay,” she said, wincing. “Ashley…”
Ryan nodded. He looked anguished, torn between two competing, equally important responsibilities. “I know. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. Go,” she said, before almost stumbling as a thought struck her.
How did they find this place?
Blake blinked dumbly as the pieces fell into place in her mind. She watched as Ryan climbed into the car and slammed the door closed.
“Wait!”
“What is it?” he said through the open window.
She didn’t respond. She ran for the flashlight, picked it up, then scooted underneath the vehicle, catching a mouthful of exhaust in the process. The thick, wet mud coated the back of her jacket and water seeped in through the fabric. She ignored it and shone the flashlight upwards.
It was on the rear end of the vehicle, just where she thought it would be. A tracking device, the size and shape of one of those buzzers given out by certain food trucks to let you know that your meal is ready.
Just for a moment, Blake let her head sink against the wet ground in horror. She’d been so damned stupid.
But only a moment. She reversed the heavy flashlight in her hand and used the base to bash the tracking device loose. It had been wired into an electric cable on the underside of her car. They’d been following her this entire time. When could they have attached it?
Blake let out a guttural moan as she realized. The second interview with Ortega. It had always smelled weird. It had been a setup, a way of making sure she was where the bad guys wanted her.
She rolled out from underneath and held up the device, loose wires and all, to Ryan’s questioning gaze. His expression told her that he understood.
This was on them.
As Ryan waited with the engine turning, she pulled open the rear door and reached inside, stretching to grab the camera bag before slamming the door closed.
“Now go!” she yelled.
Ryan sped off without a backward look. Blake watched the car taillights disappear into the darkness, her heart pumping fast. Part of her wanted to simply shut down, so wracked with guilt at causing Ashley’s fate.
“You don’t get to give up,” she said harshly to the empty air. “Not until you find her.”
Her gaze slowly dropped to the removed tracking device in her right hand. It was already coated in grime and filth, and she was certain that it wouldn’t be possible to retrieve any fingerprints from it. Even so, she shrugged off her jacket, set it on the ground, and carefully placed the device on top of it. She put the camera bag down beside it.
It was time to call in the cavalry.
Blake’s breath caught in her throat. She knew that this was a dangerous decision point. Northern Pines Police Department, Army CID, and probably several more local police departments were riddled with officers on the gang’s payroll. There was no way of knowing who might be compromised.
And yet she didn’t have a choice. They couldn’t go after Ashley alone. If there was a clear and present threat to her life—and she believed there had to be—then that was what had to come first.
Not the hope of finally catching Caleb’s killers.
Not the investigation.
A girl’s life.
Her breath returned to normal as she reached into her pockets. Her decision was made. There was no sense fretting about unknown ramifications. She withdrew her cell phone and her wallet. The latter still contained Melissa Wilson’s business card, which the detective had given her during their first interview. She held it up in front of her, bringing it only a few inches away from her face to read the small text in the dim light.
She took a moment to fire off the vet address for Ryan, then keyed in the detective’s cell phone number, her thumb hovering over the call button for just a fraction of a second. They all counted at this point. If Ashley wasn’t already dead, then it wouldn’t be long.
Blake hit call. She pressed the cell phone to her ear and waited for several endless seconds as it rang.
“Come on, pick up.”
“Hello?”
“Detective Wilson?”
“That’s me,” Melissa replied, her voice groggy. Blake wondered if she had been sleeping. “Who is this?”
“Blake Larsen. You interviewed me—”
“I know who you are,” she said, sounding immediately more alert. “Why are you calling me?”
Blake let her attention wander around the crime scene. She noticed several details that in the middle of the chaos she’d somehow missed. “Are you alone?”
“I’m at home.”
“Alone?” Blake repeated.
“Except for my husband and our Pomeranian, yes,” Melissa said sharply. “Not that that’s any of your business.”
“Detective, do you trust your partner?”
A short pause. “What kind of question is that?”
“Would you believe me if I told you I had reason to believe that Detective Ortega and perhaps other officers in the Northern Pines Police Department are corrupt? That they are harboring and protecting drug traffickers and may have interfered with active homicide investigations?”
The detective breathed in sharply. “Are you telling me you have evidence of this?”
“I have something you need to see.” Blake reeled off the address for the hunting cabin. She took a breath, and finished, “And Detective? Come alone.”
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As Blake waited for the interminable length of time it took for Detective Wilson to arrive, she kept busy. She snapped dozens of photos of the immediate crime scene: the indentation in the wet earth where Axe had lain, the brass shell casing on the ground, the footprints in the dirt.
But what caught her eye was something she’d previously missed. A scrap of denim cloth the size of a cleaning rag, the fibers torn and stained with blood. It looked like it had been ripped from a pair of pants. She was certain that the fabric didn’t resemble anything that Ryan had brought into the hunting cabin.
There was a possibility that it was from one of the owner’s cupboards, but she doubted Ashley would have gone rooting around inside. The girl was quiet, reserved, shy. Hell, sometimes she jumped at her own shadow.
Blake scowled at it as she dropped the camera to hang around the strap around her neck. She had no doubt that it had been worn by whoever had kidnapped Ashley tonight.
But she had one question on her mind: Was the blood his, or did it belong to Axe?
Not wanting to disturb the scene by walking close, she took one final, zoomed-in shot, then used the camera’s large LCD display to push in further. The scrap of cloth was pockmarked by small holes, each of which was ringed with blood.
That sealed it in her mind. The blood must have come from bite marks. And since Axe was highly unlikely to have bitten Ashley, who he’d appeared crazy about, that only left one possibility: They had a sample of her kidnapper’s DNA.
Which meant there was a very good chance they had their first solid lead.
After all, as Blake knew well, the military took and stored DNA samples from all active and reserve military personnel as part of AFDIL—the Armed Forces DNA Identification Library—for the purposes of identifying unknown battlefield remains. If whoever had taken Ashley was either a former or serving soldier, then it was almost certain they would have a sample on file.
Despite this, Blake felt little hope. There were too many hoops to jump through. As she walked back to the cabin, documenting the trail of footsteps, then the damage and destruction in the cabin itself, she reflected that she couldn’t even be certain that Detective Wilson wasn’t in on the corrupt conspiracy.
Even if she was clean, Detective Ortega was her superior officer. Navigating that minefield would slow things down. Then to get access to AFDIL, they would likely need to go through CID—which she already knew was penetrated just as thoroughly as Northern Pines PD.
“Just get it done,” she muttered.
Now wasn’t the time for excuses. Not with Ashley’s life on the line. Her job was to find a way to make the impossible happen.
Blake leaned against the fence surrounding the cabin’s front porch as she waited for Detective Wilson. She slid the memory card out of the camera, wrapped it in a tissue she found in her pocket, then hid it under a large rock. The detective had sounded genuinely concerned on the phone. But by now, she’d learned her lesson.
Trust, but verify.
As the minutes ticked by, Blake idly wondered how Ryan would explain what had happened to the place to his buddy. She hoped they were good friends. Without her jacket, she shivered in the night’s cool breeze, but she savored the discomfort. However she was feeling, Ashley had it a hundred times worse.
After a few minutes, her ears pricked up. The wind carried the sound of a car’s engine.
Just one?
At this distance, there was no way of being certain. Blake stiffened. She unclipped her holster, drew her weapon, and made sure that it was ready to fire. Nothing had changed since the warehouse, or since she and Ryan had cleared this very cabin, but the habit calmed her.
She squinted and peered through the trees at the approaching vehicle. It was a sedan, though as it approached, she guessed that it was most likely a private vehicle, not an unmarked car. As far as she could tell when it rounded the final corner on the road to the hunting cabin, there was only one face behind the windshield.
“Okay,” she murmured. “That’s promising.”
Detective Wilson exited the vehicle. Although she was young, perhaps late twenties, a few years younger than Blake herself, she swept the scene with a practiced eye. She was wearing dark jeans and a light blue hiking windbreaker. The hem of the jacket extended just over a holster at her right hip, leaving Blake under no doubts she was armed.
“What is this place?” she called out.
“I take it you already ran the property records?” Blake replied.
Wilson nodded. “I did. Don’t recognize the name.”
“It’s owned by a friend of a friend of a friend,” Blake said, stifling a laugh at the absurdity of it all. She’d only really known Ryan for a handful of days. In her mind, he was still Caleb’s friend. But after the intense cauldron the last few days had thrown them into, she felt as though she’d known him for a lot longer than that.
“Uh-huh,” Wilson said tonelessly.
“Look, I’m going to cut the shit,” Blake said. “We don’t have time to pussyfoot around.”
“Good, because I was starting to wonder what I’m doing out here.”
“There’s a criminal gang operating in this town, did you know that?”
The detective just stared back at her. Blake had to admit that the woman had a hell of a poker face. She didn’t give a thing away.
“It’s run by a man named Darryl Hansen,” she continued. “Former Army Special Forces. Discharged a couple of years back. Have you heard of him?”
A muscle on Wilson’s jaw twitched, and Blake knew she was on to something.
“I’ll take that as a yes. I have evidence that the crew he controls is heavily involved in both drug and…”
Her throat clenched up.
Wilson raised an eyebrow. “And?”
“Sex trafficking,” Blake said harshly.
She couldn’t tell whether it was a cloud scuttling across the night sky, or if Detective Wilson’s face had just drained of blood. The young woman placed her hand on her gun, though not in a threatening manner. Blake suspected she was nervous and just needed something to play with.
“What am I doing out here, Ms. Larsen? Do you have any evidence to corroborate your claims?”
“Some. Not as much as I did.”
“Go on.”
“We had a witness—”
“We?”
“Me and Ryan Walker. We helped a girl escape from Hansen’s crew. She was forcibly trafficked by his gang as a minor. She told us that there are at least ten other women in Northern Pines and surrounding towns in the same position. They keep them in line by shooting them up with drugs. Forcibly if necessary.”
“What?” Wilson croaked. Blake got the sense that this wasn’t the kind of crime that typically reared its head in this part of North Carolina. A town the size of Northern Pines, statistically speaking, might be expected to see around a single murder each year.
A jealous husband, perhaps. Or a jilted wife. Maybe a desperate businessman.
Not a vast criminal conspiracy run by ex-Special Forces operators. That wasn’t the kind of thing you saw every day. Not even in a busy city police department.
Definitely not in Northern Pines.
“They started out using the girls to sell and move smaller quantities of drugs and cash. My sense is that they outgrew those roots but got stuck with a group of women they didn’t know what to do with.”
A chill ran down Blake’s spine as she spoke those words. All this time she’d been worried about Ashley alone. But the truth was that all those girls were potential witnesses. And after one escape, perhaps their captors would decide keeping them around was a risk not worth taking.
“You said you have a witness,” Wilson said, shaking her head slightly as if to help her refocus.
Blake grimaced. “Had. They kidnapped her earlier this evening. That’s why I called you. I believe she is in grave danger.”
Her phone buzzed once in her pocket. She resisted the urge to immediately check the incoming message, despite desperately wanting to know how Axe was doing.
Detective Wilson’s hand automatically reached for the zipper that closed her windbreaker. She pulled it down, revealing a bulletproof vest underneath, complete with radio comms.
“Don’t!” Blake snapped.
“What are you talking about? You just told me a woman has been kidnapped. I need to call it in.”
“If you put that on the radio, then you’re as good as warning your partner what you’re doing. And any other corrupt officers in the department.”
“Ruben,” Wilson murmured. Her eyes looked hazy. “Why the hell did you call me? You’ve shown me no evidence that a girl is missing at all. You expect me to believe that my partner is corrupt. With what proof?”
“You’re here, aren’t you?” Blake stated. The cell phone in her pocket buzzed a second time, somehow more insistently. But she couldn’t break away from Wilson’s gaze. She sensed this moment was too important.
“Because you called…”
“No, because you know that there’s something wrong with Detective Ortega. You wouldn’t be here if you trusted him.”
She hoped.
A long silence developed between them. She waited for Wilson to break it. Her phone buzzed a third time.
“He doesn’t investigate cases by the book,” Wilson said lamely. “But he—”
“Let me guess. He gets the job done?” Blake said wryly. “Were you there when he ‘found’”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“that cell phone? Because it sure wasn’t mine.”
“No,” Wilson admitted.
“How long have you been partnered with him?”
“Nine months. Since I made detective. He’s my training officer. The department only has one. Northern Pines isn’t big enough…” She trailed away, as if understanding she was rambling.
“And in that time has he ever ‘found’ evidence like that before?”
Wilson’s silence answered her question for her. The young detective looked ashen, as though the formerly solid, dependable walls of her life were closing in around her.
Blake’s phone started to ring. She winced. “I’m sorry. I have to take this.”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out the phone. She lifted it to her ear before even checking the caller ID. “Ryan? Is everything okay?”
“What—? No, it’s Nathan. Didn’t you check your messages?”
“I’m kind of in the middle of something.”
“Well, do it. Quickly.” He ended the call.
Blake pulled the phone away from her ear and stared dumbly at the screen for a few seconds, her face screwing up with confusion.
What the hell was that about?
She only saw the text of the first message:
CHECK
YOUR
EMAIL!!!!
“OKAY,” she muttered, still not understanding. Although she felt the heat of Wilson’s confused stare on her skin, she did as Nathan instructed. She opened her inbox. Nathan had sent three separate emails. The first was titled simply: Ortega.
Blake’s eyes widened. She tapped on the message. There was a brief pause before a video popped up on the screen as the cell phone struggled with the rural Internet service. It allowed her time to read what Nathan had written underneath.
It’s his car. I checked with NPPD.
Still not understanding, Blake tapped the video. She heard Wilson clear her throat impatiently but ignored her. It began to play, depicting a CCTV image taken from somewhere up high. It was filmed at night, but the corner below was well lit and the camera was evidently high resolution. There was no sound.
“Am I interrupting you?” the detective demanded.
Blake made a split-second decision. She trusted Nathan, and she needed to keep Wilson on her side. She beckoned the woman over. “You need to watch this,” she said.
Wilson joined her. Blake flipped the phone into landscape.
“That’s Pope Field,” she said, noticing at the bottom right of the screen a couple of uniformed airmen standing at one of the gate posts leading into the sprawling airfield attached to Fort Bragg.
But what am I watching?
A black sedan was parked at the top of the image. Blake would have bet her life that it was an unmarked police car. It was sitting close enough for the plates to be clearly visible, and she could see the outline of the person sitting behind the wheel, though not a face.
The two women watched as a nondescript dark van drove out of the airfield. Neither of the armed guards made any move to inspect it. Their job wasn’t to worry about vehicles leaving the base. Despite the van’s unremarkable features, something about it jogged Blake’s memory.
The van drove toward the turning onto the main road and indicated left. The moment it came into sight of the driver of the parked car, the sedan’s headlights clicked on. It started rolling slowly before pulling up alongside the van. As it did so, the windshield passed directly into the camera’s field of view.
“That’s Ruben,” Detective Wilson said. “What’s he doing?”
Blake said nothing. She watched as Ortega rolled down his window and the driver of the van did the same. They appeared to share no more than a couple of seconds of conversation before the van driver stepped on the gas, Detective Ortega following soon after.
“You need to tell me what that the hell I just saw,” Wilson demanded. “Now!”
Blake ignored her and opened the second email. It contained screenshots of what she recognized as a military personnel record. Darryl Hansen’s record.
“A search of Hansen’s quarters discovered two kilos of unknown tablets,” she read out loud. “The narcotics are believed to have been unlawfully removed from a target compound during an approved strike in Tadmur, Syria in July 2019. The seizure was sent for testing; however, the evidence disappeared in transit.”
She recognized the terse prose from innumerable CID reports. She scanned the rest of the email quickly as her subconscious bubbled away in the background.
“He got an other-than honorable discharge,” Blake murmured as she reached the end of Hansen’s file. “Why the hell didn’t they put him behind bars?”
The pieces began to fall into place. Captagon, the drug found in Kyle Thompson’s storage container, was primarily produced in Syria, where Hansen and his ODA had been deployed numerous times. Captagon was everywhere out there. The proceeds were used by all sides to fuel the increasingly violent civil war. Hansen and his crew must have been stealing whatever they came across and shipping it back to the United States to sell.
Blake turned to the final email. Detective Wilson was silent at her side, equally gripped by Nathan’s evidence. The subject line read simply: Richter.
The email contained two attachments. The first was a list of transport flights from Al-Dhafra Air Base in the United Arab Emirates—one of the largest Air Force logistics hubs in the region. It served the entire Middle East. Including Syria. There were dozens of them, usually on alternate Saturdays, all landing at Pope Field. Blake’s eyes dropped to the listing for June 11 of the previous year. Ashley’s birthday. She shivered.
Detective Wilson gasped as Blake scrolled further down the email, revealing a seemingly-surreptitiously taken cell phone shot of a framed photograph. The subject had a tanned, slightly freckled face, and was wearing a tan desert uniform.
“I know that guy,” she said. “Detective Ortega was briefing him just yesterday.”
It was Captain Richter. Nathan had typed the dates of the officer’s posting to Al-Dhafra immediately underneath.
August 2018-September 2019.
Blake recalled the dates of Darryl Hansen’s deployment to Syria. They lined up exactly.
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Blake watched with mounting frustration as vehicle after vehicle filled the driveway outside the hunting cabin. She wore a Northern Pines PD windbreaker pulled over her shoulders and zipped halfway up her chest, but a tremble of frustration was keeping her warm enough to ward off the nighttime chill.
Most of the marked patrol cars bore the markings of the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department, which had jurisdiction this far out of town. A forensics unit was also on scene. Blake had made a copy of all of the photos on the camera’s memory card before she was willing to surrender it.
Just in case.
“Detective!” Blake hissed through pursed lips as Melissa Wilson walked past, deep in conversation with a sheriff’s deputy. It was closing in on five in the morning. As far as she could tell, the activity at the crime scene was a lot of light without heat.
Detective Wilson excused herself. She frowned as she saw Blake, who was standing next to one of the parked patrol cars. She’d been leaning on it for the past couple of hours, watching the scene fill with law enforcement.
“Apologies, Ms. Larsen. I’ll ask a deputy to drive you home,” Wilson said. “I didn’t realize you were still here.”
“Screw that,” Blake said dismissively. “I want to know what the hell’s going on. Why aren’t you going after Ashley?”
In the distance, she heard the rumble of yet another arriving car engine. She didn’t pay it any attention. There were more trucks already parked outside the cabin than at a tailgate party before a Tar Heels game. What was another one?
“You know I can’t tell you anything about an active investigation,” Wilson said. She looked tired. Not surprising, since Blake had woken her after only half an hour’s sleep. Crows’ feet had formed at the corner of her eyes.
“That’s bullshit,” Blake snapped, tetchy from her own deep exhaustion. “I brought you this case. I handed you the evidence you need to put these bastards behind bars.”
Wilson’s jaw tightened. “And I thank you for that. But now your part is over.”
“Just tell me Ortega doesn’t know anything about this,” Blake insisted. “If he does, it’s all over. Hansen will skip town before we have a chance to slap him in cuffs.”
The detective ignored Blake’s use of the word ‘we,’ though only just, given the expression on her face. “I’ll find a deputy to drive you home, Ms. Larsen.”
“It’s Blake.”
“Okay, Blake,” Wilson sighed, apparently giving up fighting. “Look around. Do you see many officers here from Northern Pines?”
“I guess not,” she conceded.
“If you’re wrong about Detective Ortega, then I’ve probably blown up my career with NPPD. Maybe every department out there, for all I know.”
“You saw the video. I’m not.”
“I saw a video. It might have an innocent explanation for all I know.”
Blake glared at her. “You know I’m right about this.”
“About what?” a familiar voice said. Nathan walked up wearing an Army green windbreaker with CID stenciled on it in yellow.
Wilson’s phone trilled in her pocket. She pulled it out and glanced at it. “I have to go,” she said as she answered the call. “To answer your question, my partner is in the Blue Ridge range fishing for the weekend. If we get lucky, he won’t get wind of this until it’s already too late.”
She walked away, pressing the cell phone to her ear.
Blake turned to Nathan and exhaled gratefully. “Finally. Can you tell me what the hell is going on?”
Nathan glanced around conspiratorially. “I shouldn’t…”
“Cut the crap.”
He held up his palms as if to beg forgiveness. “Okay. Things are moving fast around here. I had to wake up the garrison commander to get authorization to cooperate with the locals. Hell, with Captain Richter under suspicion, I’m not even sure how my chain of command works right now.”
Blake’s teeth ground together.
“Somebody should teach you the meaning of the word patience,” Nathan said.
“I don’t have time.”
“Apparently. Okay. Here’s the lay of the land: Detective Wilson reached out to the Monroe County Sheriff, who brought in trusted officers”—he glanced around at the near chaos, and the corners of his mouth quirked—“to process the scene. The whole thing’s being kept off the radio, just in case Hansen’s crew is listening.”
“Which they will be.” Blake was sure.
“I agree with you.”
“What about—” she began.
Nathan held up a finger to cut her off. He wasn’t done. “The sheriff reached out to the State Bureau of Investigation. A tactical team is en route from Raleigh as we speak.”
“Thank God,” Blake breathed.
Bringing in the SBI made a heap of sense. Monroe County had only a hundred thousand residents. The Sheriff’s Department was better resourced than its local counterpart in Northern Pines, but taking on well-trained ex-Special Forces operators was definitely not what they were equipped to handle.
“They’re going to hit the warehouse?” Blake asked, quickly grasping how the next few hours were going to unfold. Either affidavits for search and arrest warrants had already been presented to a judge, or they were about to be.
Nathan’s nostrils flared. “You know I can’t answer that.”
“Don’t take up poker,” Blake said. “What about homes and their front businesses? There’s no guarantee we’ll catch them in one place.”
Nathan sighed. “We’re not stupid, Blake. Believe it or not, we know what we’re doing. I know it hurts, but right now, you’re going to have to sit on the bench. You got us this far. We’ll take it the rest of the way.”

ASHLEY FELT the dark pressing in on her like a physical force. It was as though she was diving deep into the ocean, the water pressure growing with every foot she sank. It pushed down on her chest, compressed her lungs, and squeezed her injured shoulder so that the wound throbbed with pain.
“It’s going to be okay,” a kind voice whispered, holding a damp cloth to her lips. She felt knuckles brush against her cheek as the woman squeezed, sending a few droplets of water trickling into her mouth. “Everything’s going to be okay.”
I don’t believe you.
Opening her eyes, Ashley saw only blackness, punctuated by pinpricks of white like static on an old television screen. Strange pale shapes danced across her vision, haunting her waking dreams.
Cora pulled the rag away from her lips. Ashley heard a splashing, dripping sound, and even in her state of delirium marveled at the ease with which she operated in the darkness. It was as though she had never known light, like some kind of creature that dwelt at the very bottom of the ocean.
Instead of lifting it to her lips, Cora brought the rag to Ashley’s forehead and squeezed, sending cool water coursing across her burning skin. It felt so cold at first that it was an almost physical pain before fading into relief.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For doing this.”
There was even kindness here on the edge of hell. Perhaps death would not be so bad after all. Maybe the life waiting for her after this one would be less filled with pain.
Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. Everything that touched her died. Her mom. Even Axe. The poor dog had only tried to protect her, and it had cost him his life. She began to shake, this time not from fever, but from the fear and grief and shame bleeding from her body.
“It’s all right,” Cora crooned. “You’re okay.”
Ashley wished she believed that was true. But she’d felt hope once before, when Blake and Ryan had freed her from torment. She knew better than to allow herself to be hurt a second time.
She felt Cora stiffen next to her. It took several more seconds before she understood the reason why. Faint footsteps echoed from upstairs. Each sounded louder than the last.
Someone’s coming.
“Don’t say anything,” Cora whispered. “They’re probably just bringing food. They usually leave it on the top step. We have to wait until they’re gone. Then I’ll get it for us both.”
Ashley swallowed. She didn’t say anything in response. She didn’t trust her ability to speak. This was it, she knew.
This was the end.
The footsteps grew louder. She heard at least two distinct sets. They thudded just overhead, stopping as they reached the door to the squalid basement. The metallic rasp as a key entered the lock sent a shiver running right through her.
The two women clung to one another in the darkness, holding hands, offering silent prayers to anyone willing to listen.
“Thank you,” Ashley whispered.
The door swung open hard and clattered against the opposite wall. There was a brief murmur of conversation, then a click which echoed all around the cramped space, bouncing off the walls.
The basement suddenly filled with harsh, burning bright white light. Cora screamed, tearing her hand from Ashley’s and hiding her head in her arms.
“Shut your fucking mouth,” a man’s voice roared.
Ashley had closed her own eyes the moment the overhead light flared. After so many hours in the dark, even the light that penetrated her own eyelids stung. Her heart clenched at the thought of how much Cora must be suffering. She patted the floor around her until she touched the girl’s bare flesh with her uninjured arm. She squeezed as hard as she dared, as hard as she had the energy to do.
I’m here, the gesture said. You’re not alone.
“Up!” Another roar. “Get up!”
Cora’s initial scream had subsided into a gentle, wracking sob. It encapsulated all the despair that Ashley herself felt. It was as though both women knew that the game was up. There was nowhere else to run.
Neither stood. Perhaps it was one final protest against their treatment. Or perhaps they simply no longer had the strength.
Ashley peered out through eyelids that were crinkled half-shut to protect her dilated pupils from damage. She saw Brody there. His face was screwed up with rage. The last thing she saw before he yanked her up by her injured arm, almost causing her to black out from the pain, was Cora being dragged upward by her hair.
They were tied by the wrists and then bundled roughly upstairs. Ashley stumbled, throbbing waves of agony coursing down her nerve endings from her shoulder and stealing the breath from her lungs.
“Where are you taking us?” she protested when she found the breath to speak. She no longer feared the consequences. They had done everything to her that they could.
“Shut up.”
“Get off me!” she said, twisting to try and escape her captor’s grasp. It was useless. The man only further dug his nails into her aching flesh. His grip was viselike. He pulled her along the dark hallway, then out into the daylight. An SUV with tinted windows was pulled up close to the building’s door.
The two men thrust Ashley and Cora inside. A man was already sitting in the front seat. She vaguely remembered him from one of the clubs. He’d worked the door, she thought. Now he had a gun, and it was pointed right at them.
I guess he got a promotion.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” he said, his voice gravel, his eyes cold. They told her not to trust anything he said. “Behave and everything will be all right.”
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Blake sat in the back of the patrol car fidgeting with her seatbelt as dawn broke in the sky overhead. It was too tight, and the sides of the canvas were digging into her windpipe. She made a face as she remembered the way that Nathan had sided with Detective Wilson and benched her.
He’s right, you know, the rational, law enforcement side of her brain chided.
No, he’s a jackass.
It was that second half of her brain that seemed to be winning the argument in her mind right now. It didn’t matter that she understood that there was no way that either the Northern Pines Police Department or the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department could allow her to ride shotgun on their investigation.
Or that even if by some miracle they did, the SBI would shut the arrangement down quicker than she could blink.
The only image she saw when she closed her eyes was Ashley’s face staring back at her.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
The deputy behind the wheel glanced into his rearview mirror. “You say something, ma’am?”
Blake shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”
They pulled up in front of her house a few minutes later. The deputy watched her walk to her front door then drove away. She inserted her key into the lock but didn’t turn it. Instead she rested her forehead against the cool wood.
“Blake Larsen,” she said to herself. “Open that door and go to bed. This isn’t your case.”
She couldn’t even convince herself.
Nope. No can do, she thought. I need to see this through.
But that was all she was going to do, she promised. Just watch. The North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation had the case well in hand. With a woman’s life on the line, she guessed that they would hit the warehouse as soon as the warrant was granted.
Additional agents, sheriff’s deputies, and local police would take down all the other locations connected with Darryl Hansen’s crew. Blake had given Detective Wilson every page of the research she and Ryan had conducted during their stay in the hunting cabin.
So Blake knew that she didn’t need to play Rambo. That was somebody else’s job. She just needed closure, that was all.
Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She reached in hurriedly, breath catching in her throat. Was it news of the takedown? Was she already too late?
It was Ryan. She felt a momentary pang of guilt that she hadn’t reached out to him first. Everything had been moving too fast.
He’s out of surgery. He’s going to get better.
Blake let out a breath she didn’t even realize she was holding. Another text flashed up.
I gave my statement to the deputy. Are you okay?
She pulled the key out of the lock and stared at her keychain. She still had the key for the rented SUV. It was probably running up late fees at this point, but she didn’t care. Before she knew it, she was already halfway to the spot where she’d parked the car. Her decision was made.
I’m fine. The cops are going to hit the warehouse. I’m going to watch.
She received a response in under thirty seconds.
Not without me.
Blake reached the parked SUV and climbed inside. She stared at the screen for a couple of moments. She could only imagine how Ryan was feeling right now. That dog meant everything to him.
“Probably just like I am,” she muttered.
She wanted revenge for what had happened to Caleb. She realized now that all this time, she’d harbored a hope in her breast that she would be the one to find his killer. To pull the trigger and put an end to him for good.
That hope was dead. But she could still do the next best thing and watch.
Blake fired off a message to tell Ryan that she was coming to pick him up. She reached the veterinary hospital in record time. It was still early, not even 8 a.m., and apparently, the police dayshift was yet to start work.
Ryan was already waiting outside when she arrived. He pulled open the door. His hands were clean, but she noticed dried blood stains on his shirt.
“How is he?” she asked, searching his face for additional information. His message had been short and sweet. ‘Getting better’ could mean a lot of things.
“Still under,” Ryan said, closing the door behind him. He slumped in the passenger seat, looking thoroughly exhausted. Like her, his gun was still holstered at his right hip. Neither of them had fired a single shot.
“The bullet clipped his right lung and punctured it. He lost a lot of blood. But the doc managed to patch him up. There was no other organ damage. If he’s lucky—and the dumb bastard doesn’t chase after a rabbit the second he’s up on his feet—he’ll make a full recovery.”
“Thank God,” Blake said. She wanted to say something more but found the words wouldn’t form in her throat. Instead she finished with, “Ready to see these assholes meet justice?”
“Hell yes,” Ryan said. He shot her a sideways glance. “Did the cops say it was okay?”
Blake shook her head, a slight smile at the corners of her mouth. “Not exactly. That’s why I took this car. The bad guys shouldn’t recognize it.”
Ryan nodded. “So what’s the plan?”
“There isn’t much of one.” She shrugged. “Just to get close enough to the warehouse to watch the raid go down. There’s a spot on top of a hill about half a mile away. I don’t know why I want to see it so badly. Maybe it’s closure. Hell, it might be hours before they hit it. But I need to be there when they do.”

NATHAN ENTERED the SBI command center, feeling caffeine from the Red Bull he’d drained in about two swallows flat doing battle with the exhaustion that dogged his every step. The trailer was abuzz with energy. He flashed his credentials at a curious special agent and asked to be introduced to whoever was in charge.
He was pointed to a severe-looking woman with dark, slightly graying hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was wearing a dark black pantsuit, but unlike her underlings, she wasn’t dressed in either a ballistic vest or an SBI windbreaker. Another woman stood at her side, wearing a bulletproof vest emblazoned with words SHERIFF’S DEPUTY. She was taller than the SBI agent, her hair brown with a reddish hue.
“Well, this is a complete clusterfuck,” she said by way of introduction as he extended his hand and explained who he was.
“Ma’am?”
“Call me Joan. Joan Kessler,” the agent said curtly before gesturing at the woman at her side. “This is Captain Rogers from the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. How else would you explain it?”
Nathan shook the captain’s hand, a puzzled expression crossing his face. “What, ma’am?”
“The fact that I was woken in the middle of the night and told a criminal gang composed of former Special Forces operatives had somehow corrupted an unknown—but most definitely not zero—number of local police departments in the state of North Carolina.”
And federal, Nathan thought to himself. He chose not to remind her that his own agency was equally compromised.
Joan paused, fixing him with a stare that cut right through him. She raised an eyebrow. “So?”
“So what, ma’am?”
“I asked how you would describe it.”
His mouth kinked. “A complete clusterfuck, ma’am.”
Nathan’s attention was drawn to a map of the area which had been pinned up to the wall, around which had been attached low-resolution commercial satellite imagery of the target warehouse, along with a number of commercial properties and domestic residences.
“Hmm,” Joan said, turning to look at the display. “Seven targets, all of which have to be hit at once, containing men who we must consider armed and completely dangerous and innocent women we need to rescue. Oh, and some of which will have to be handled by officers I don’t even know I can trust.”
“Well,” Nathan said. “When you put it like that… what could go wrong?”
Captain Rogers cleared her throat. She clearly wasn’t happy that SBI was taking the lead, but the jurisdictional hierarchy was clear. “So what’s the plan?”
Joan glanced at a slim watch around her left wrist. “It’s 8:13 a.m. I intend to hit the target at eleven on the dot.”
“Why the delay?”
Her lips tightened. “Resources. One of my tactical teams hit traffic. And I requested an airship from the Highway Patrol, but one of their birds is down for maintenance.”
Nathan nodded. Nothing ever went to plan.
“Understood. Do you have eyes on the warehouse?”
“Working on it,” Joan replied. “But I don’t plan to spook the goose before the oven is nice and hot.”
That was a risk, Nathan thought. In an operation with this many moving parts, it would be better to have constant surveillance on the warehouse, which should be assumed to be the bad guys’ center of operations.
On the other hand, Darryl Hansen and his crew were highly trained Special Forces types. It would be a surprise if the warehouse and its surroundings weren’t wired up with CCTV, tripwires, perhaps even booby traps.
You’re getting paranoid.
He kept his face impassive. “Permission to join your people on the raid?”
Joan considered the request for a moment before nodding curtly. “Granted. But my tactical teams are to take the lead.”
“Understood.”

THEY PARKED the rented SUV behind the brow of the hill and walked the final twenty or thirty feet to the summit on foot. Though the day had dawned bright and sunny, it was bitterly cold. Blake regretted not sticking on another layer.
Or three.
She glanced at her watch as they reached the top. It was 9:15 a.m. They found a suitably camouflaged spot behind a thick grouping of foliage and settled in it. The warehouse was clearly visible a couple of hundred yards from the base of the hill.
Blake swept her gaze up the tree-lined road that led to the stark concrete building, noting that several vehicles were parked close to the loading docks. She didn’t remember seeing them the previous night, though they hadn’t circled the entire warehouse. She didn’t see any guards, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
“Should have brought a set of binoculars,” Ryan said.
“Shoulda, coulda, woulda,” Blake muttered. She had a lot of regrets about the way they’d handled the last few days. This didn’t even make the top ten.
Ryan snorted darkly.
“You’re not wrong.” He paused for a moment, head tilting left and right as his keen eyes searched the vast expanse of mostly farmland below them, scythed through by the occasional country road. “Something’s missing.”
“Yeah,” she agreed. “The cavalry. Where the hell are they?”
“Maybe we don’t see them,” Ryan said. He didn’t sound convinced.
From this vantage point, they had reasonably clear lines of sight on every road for a couple of miles. If an army of local, county, and state law enforcement officers was right now massing to assault the warehouse, at least some signs should be visible. But Blake saw nothing.
“Or Hansen has something on the judge,” Blake posited darkly.
She had no evidence to corroborate the suspicion, but the last few days had taught her to rule nothing out. Hansen’s gang had been able to corrupt at least one and likely multiple police departments. Perhaps his next stop had been the bench itself.
“Hold up,” Ryan said, his voice tightening. His posture grew visibly more alert. “I see something.”
Blake’s attention snapped back to the warehouse. She squinted and held her left palm over her eyes to shield the sun from them. Its midwinter path through the sky was angling it directly into her face.
“I don’t—” she began before falling silent after catching a flash of movement in her peripheral vision. Nothing was happening at the warehouse, but something was moving on the road that led up to it.
“I have a semitruck,” Ryan said. “No plate number. It’s too far out.”
Blake made a face. Even when the license plate at the back of the large truck wasn’t obscured by the row of trees leading up to the warehouse, Ryan was right. It was impossible to make out at this distance.
“Me neither,” she said. “What do you think this is?”
“Maybe they got wind of what’s about to happen.”
If it ever does, Blake thought.
“You think they are trying to hide the evidence?” she asked.
“Maybe. Or maybe this is just a routine occurrence and we’re reading too much into it,” he replied.
Blake pursed her lips. She wasn’t so sure. Ryan’s first suspicion rang truer in her mind. She watched as the truck approached the warehouse, then spun around and backed up so that the rear doors lined up with one of the loading bays. The driver jumped out and opened both sets of doors, then finished backing up. He let out one short, sharp blast on the horn to alert whoever was inside of his arrival, then killed the engine.
“Dammit,” she cursed as the truck drew level with the warehouse. It would be impossible to see what was either being loaded or unloaded.
Sensing Ryan had glanced at her, she met his gaze. “What do you think?” he asked.
“We keep watching,” she replied. It wasn’t as if they really had any other choice. She reached into her jacket pocket and drummed her fingers against the plastic case of her cell phone. Should she call Nathan and report this development? Or were the real cops already watching?
If you are, I don’t see
you.
Blake took her eyes off the warehouse below and started to roll her neck, assuming that nothing major would happen for the next few minutes.
She was wrong. As she swept her gaze down to relieve a pressure headache that was starting to build at the base of her spine, she noticed movement at the back of the truck. Two men were standing behind it, pulling the cargo doors open.
“Something’s going on,” Ryan said.
“You think they load every shipment this quickly?” Blake asked skeptically, her attention focused back on the truck. The headache faded as a fresh wave of adrenaline flooded into her system, but she knew that she would pay the price later.
“A truck that big? I doubt it,” Ryan said.
“What the hell’s in there?” she replied.
After falling silent for just a couple of minutes, the truck’s engine growled back into life. It edged a few feet forward, then stopped. A couple of men came into view, one standing on the lip of the loading bay, the other jumping down onto the concrete lot underneath.
Both were armed with long guns—likely AR-15s or a similar variant.
“Right out in the open,” Ryan observed.
Blake had noticed the same thing. This behavior was a whole lot more brazen than anything else they’d seen from Hansen’s crew. It didn’t feel like the usual pattern of life, to crib a term from her Army days.
“Whatever’s in that truck must be important,” she said, though the observation was obvious enough.
“Yup.”
The two armed men now strode forward toward the semitruck’s rear doors. One jumped inside, out of view, while the other closed the leftmost of the truck’s cargo doors. After about a minute and a half, the other man climbed back out, and the second door swung shut.
Blake held her breath and prayed for divine intervention. At any moment, she hoped that a helicopter would swoop out of the sky and for SWAT team members to fastrope down to end this.
But it didn’t come.
“What do you want to do?” Ryan asked.
She kept watching as one of the armed men slapped the rigid side of the grimy white truck’s trailer. The thud was just barely audible even at this distance. Without waiting a beat, the driver stepped on the gas, and a dark cloud pumped out of the upright exhaust as the engine revved into life.
As it started to roll away, the two guards climbed into the front seats of one of the parked SUVs. Its rear tires smoked as the driver accelerated after the truck.
She exhaled slowly and pushed herself upright, her decision made. Truthfully, they didn’t have any other choice. “We follow it.”
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“Let’s move!” a lone voice cried out, mimicked in short order by dozens more assorted law enforcement personnel. The SBI tactical team had arrived in an armored vehicle and several Chevrolet Suburbans with blacked-out windows about half an hour before. They were already kitted out in tactical uniforms, ballistic vests, and Kevlar helmets.
The team leader had conferred briefly with his counterpart in the Monroe County SWAT unit, but his swaggering posture left no doubt as to who was in charge.
Nathan didn’t care one bit about the jurisdictional cockfight. He just wanted to get the job done. An operation this size couldn’t be kept under wraps forever. Plenty of people would have seen the marked SBI vehicles driving into town. In the age of social media and cameras in every pocket, he guessed it was likely that pictures and videos were already floating around the Internet.
If the criminals were smart enough, the upcoming raid could be blown by something as simple as bothering to set up a Google alert or Twitter notifications. It sounded ridiculous, but Nathan had seen it happen before.
He closed his eyes. He wouldn’t want to be the agent in charge of a fuckup like this once Blake Larsen found out who was responsible for the operation going bad. That woman was a force of nature.
I wouldn’t bet on my odds of surviving in the same zip code…
Nathan pinched the bridge of his nose and cleared his head. He was already wearing his own ballistic vest and a windbreaker that marked him out as a CID special agent. He’d been assigned a spot to travel to the raid in the rear seat of a sheriff’s department patrol vehicle.
He knew what that meant. No door handles. Someone didn’t trust him.
The realization rankled slightly, but rationally, he understood it. Even in law enforcement, few were fully aware of his agency. Besides, the experts here were the men wearing SWAT and tactical team uniforms. They were the ones putting themselves in harm’s way.
He was just there for a joyride.
“Thirty seconds,” came a follow-up cry. “Second echelon units, you are to establish checkpoints one mile out from the target building. Any questions?”
There were none. Just the thud of boots and the growl of engines as agents and deputies ran for their vehicles. The air stank of sweat, engine oil, and burned fuel and hummed with tension and promise.
Nathan nodded at the sheriff’s deputy assigned to babysit him and climbed into the rear seat. The deputy and his partner jumped in the front. He fired up the engine but didn’t make any attempt to put the vehicle into gear.
Despite the tremendous roar generated by over a dozen different vehicles in just this one staging point alone—there were two other, smaller locations at different compass directions from the warehouse—Nathan became aware of the thump-thump-thump of helicopter rotor blades somewhere above him.
It’s really happening.
A blood vessel pulsated in his temple, beating in rapid time with his heart. Adrenaline was flowing through his system. Despite knowing he wasn’t going to be the first, or even the tenth, shooter to enter that warehouse, his body didn’t care.
The radio on the patrol car’s dashboard chirped. “All units, Code Echo. Repeat all units, Code Echo.”
Nathan knew that there was no such code in the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. It was a ruse designed to counter the possibility that bad guys were listening in to radio traffic.
Its meaning was simple: We are go.
The SBI tactical team’s vehicles were the first to shriek out of the parking lot. The wheeled armored vehicle set the pace, moving surprisingly fast for a hunk of metal of that size and weight. The other vehicles fell in behind it. Each had a designated position to reach.
A moment later, Nathan felt a vibration underneath him as the overeager deputy gunned her engine and the patrol car’s wheels spun before the rubber bit and they got underway.
The warehouse was two miles away. On the convoluted, winding country roads, that would take five minutes.
As the patrol car accelerated away from the staging point, Nathan realized that he wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. It took his brain, fuzzy with adrenaline, several long seconds to decide whether or not to put it on.
If the car crashes and you don’t—it’s going to hurt, he thought.
On the other hand, if they came under fire, maybe it would be better not to impeded by anything as he tried to escape. He decided to trust in the Monroe County deputy’s driving prowess.
It felt like he barely took a breath before the woman’s partner yelled out, “Sixty seconds.”
Here we go.

“CLEAR RIGHT,” Ryan called out loudly as they approached yet another stop sign. He was alternating scanning a map of the area on his smart phone with ensuring they didn’t get T-boned as they sped through the country lanes at twice the speed limit.
“Clear left,” Blake said automatically. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that Ryan had done offensive driving training in the Green Berets. Knowing his role to be her eyes as she drove might just save both their lives.
“Okay, okay,” Ryan muttered, she guessed mainly for his own benefit as he brought the cell phone up to his face and searched for a route.
A road sign flashed past to Blake’s left, indicating that a turning was coming up in about half a mile. “I don’t mean to hurry you…”
“I know,” he said tautly. “Okay. Next left.”
Both knew that their chances of picking up the trail of the suspicious semitruck were dwindling by the second. Once it hit the road to the highway, they would have no way of knowing which direction it had taken. Their only chance of locating it was while it was still moving on the back roads.
Which meant they had a matter of mere minutes, or they might as well give up.
Blake didn’t have time to stew on it. Her eyes were wide open, knuckles white on the steering wheel as she gave the gas pedal everything she dared. The wide SUV rocketed along otherwise empty roads. Her heart pumped furiously in her chest.
She saw the turning approaching and braked sharply, feeling the force of the momentum shift directions in an instant as her seatbelt squeezed against her breastbone. Various loose items scraped and clattered as they slid from one end of the compartment they were left in to another. The brakes squealed and hissed.
“Clear right,” Ryan yelled.
Blake was already spinning the wheel as she confirmed that her side of the road was clear. She didn’t bring the SUV to anything resembling a complete stop before rocketing around the corner. The vehicle’s tires smoked from the overambitious maneuver, and she felt the entire chassis wobble from the force, but somehow, miraculously, it stayed on the road.
“Okay. Next turning is in one mile. If I’m right, we’ll link up with the same road they should have taken.”
The unfinished half of the sentence remained unspoken. But if I’m wrong…
If Ryan was wrong, then what? Blake wondered. They didn’t even know why they were chasing this vehicle. Only that there had to be a reason it was leaving the warehouse, and nobody else seemed to be doing a damn thing about it.
She gave the engine all the gas she had and watched as the speedometer raced past ninety miles an hour. Pine trees and overgrown foliage whipped past on either side of the road, scraping the windows like a cat’s claws. Once she saw a streak of gray as a squirrel sprinted across the road. It missed the tires by a matter of inches, causing her chest to clench up with shock.
“Three hundred yards,” Ryan warned. “You’re going right.”
The road bore gently in that same direction for the next hundred feet or so. As Blake guided the SUV out of the slight turn and straightened the wheel, she saw the T-shaped intersection that her partner had mentioned. They were rapidly approaching the crossbars.
“Holy shit!”
Blake almost lost sight of the road ahead entirely as her gaze focused on the turn itself. Her stomach clenched. A flash of white blasted past, then a smudge of black.
The semi!
“There it is!” Ryan yelled, pointing through the windshield. “Okay, they shouldn’t have seen us. Not at that speed.”
She nodded curtly. There was no time for pleasantries, not anymore. She consciously forced herself to relax, to filter some of the adrenaline flooding through her body, focusing on her breath as she squeezed her foot against the brake pedal.
In one, out two. In one, out two.
The SUV shuddered as Blake quickly brought the speed down through sixty, fifty, twenty and then ten miles an hour. Her neck tilted left and saw only clear road.
She called out, “Clear left!”
“Hold!”
Without thinking about it, Blake stamped on the brake pedal. She didn’t need to know why, only that if she didn’t do exactly as Ryan instructed, they might both die—along with whatever unfortunate soul happened to be in any vehicle traveling in the opposite direction.
They stopped just in time.
To Blake’s stunned surprise, over a dozen police vehicles of various types, colors, agencies, and paint schemes sped past in the opposite direction of that taken by the semi—meaning they’d driven right past the truck itself. They were heading to the warehouse, blue lights flashing, but their sirens eerily silent to avoid broadcasting their imminent arrival and warning their targets.
It’s too late for that.
“Damn it,” she swore, hands clammy against the faux leather steering wheel. She pulled them away and hurriedly wiped them on her jeans, then stepped back onto the gas. “The op’s blown.”

NATHAN’S PHONE buzzed in his pocket. He was so fired up with anticipation of the fight to come that the slight vibration might as well have been a herd of thundering buffalo. He yanked it out and stared at the screen with uncomprehending eyes. It was from Blake. The message was short and sweet.
THEY KNOW YOU’RE COMING.
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Ashley let out a gurgle that was half fear, half pain as the semitruck rounded a corner at least twice as fast as it was designed to travel, sending all dozen of the female occupants sliding across the floor of the trailer.
All were gagged, with lengths of balled-up plastic wrap shoved into their mouths and silver duct tape slapped roughly across their lips. Ashley’s wrists and ankles were both bound with zip cuffs, allowing her only a scant half-inch of freedom before the plastic bit violently into her flesh. The cuts on her hands from her ill-fated escape from the hunting cabin had re-opened from the force of being thrown around inside the back of the moving trailer. Her grip was slick with blood.
Tears filled her eyes. Angry tears.
I don’t want to die.
The realization hit her with tsunami-like force. For so many years homeless, addicted, and unloved, she hadn’t much cared whether she lived or died. Sometimes she’d even wished for the latter, just to take away the pain.
But now she knew all that was a lie. The scales had been swept from her eyes. She knew that there was a life out there that was worth living. That there were people worth living for.
And yet it no longer mattered.
The trailer leveled out, and Ashley slid to a halt by the wall. She felt a stab of pain against her thigh and let out a yelp that was mostly swallowed by the plastic in her mouth. Saliva dripped down the back of her throat, entered her windpipe, and made her cough furiously until her lungs screamed for air.
In her oxygen-starved mind, Ashley began to laugh. This couldn’t be the way she would go. Brody and his men wanted to put a bullet in the back of her head. She’d seen the truth of Cora’s story in his eyes and the cold body language of the men who’d helped him load her and her fellow captives into the back of the truck.
But they wouldn’t get the chance. She was going to die right here and now, choking on her own saliva, before the bullet wound in her shoulder had a chance to kill her, before they even drew their weapons.
You’re too late, assholes.
That stabbing pain in her thigh again. It cut through her near-delirium, focusing her fevered mind. What the hell was it?
She looked down and saw blood on her sweatpants. Fresh, wet, red blood, not like the dried stains on her arms and shoulder. Was it from her hands? No, there was too much.
“What the hell?” she mumbled through the gag. She tried to focus her attention even as the back of the trailer jolted and jumped over the uneven road.
She was bleeding.
Which meant that something must have cut her. Something sharp. She forced herself to roll over onto her side, despite the waves of agony this caused in her wounded shoulder. She thrust her bound hands to the floor of the trailer and started to feel around.
There!
Her torn fingers found a nail driven into the floor of the trailer. She tucked her knees to her chest, vision going white with agony as she pulled her bound wrists under her butt and brought them back to her front. For a moment she sagged back against the floor with relief. But only for a moment.
With hope flaring in her chest, Ashley worked her wrists down and hooked the zip cuffs around the broken nail. She looked down and flinched as she saw flecks of red rust flaking off and interpreted them as blood.
Keep going, she urged herself.
She kept sawing even as she allowed her eyes to drift around the horror in the back of the trailer. Every single girl was bound, just like she was. One—she didn’t know the girl’s name—had puffed-up eyes that had turned a sickly yellow. Both of them. Others were fading in and out of consciousness as a result of the intense doses of narcotics they’d been offered before being loaded up.
Ashley had refused. So had Cora. The rest were either too scared to resist or too far gone to care.
She hissed as the nail nicked the skin on her left wrist, causing a line of bright red blood to glisten on its surface. She wasn’t even a tenth of the way through the strong plastic of her cuffs. Hopelessness began to grow inside her.
But she didn’t give up. Not this time. She was going to go out fighting, even if it cost her life.
After all, I’m already dead.



41
The rat-tat-tat of gunfire rang out the moment Nathan jumped out of the back of the patrol car. Or more accurately, the moment the sheriff’s deputy finally took pity on him for being locked in the back of the damn thing and set him free.
Most of the other assault vehicles had already arrived. The SBI tactical team’s armored vehicle had lodged itself halfway through one of the flimsy aluminum loading bay doors, splitting the thing into two. On the opposite side of the warehouse entirely, a cloud of white smoke rose. Nathan guessed it was from a breaching charge, meaning that the raid was unfolding as planned.
As Nathan ran for cover, a couple of automatic rounds lodged themselves in the concrete only twenty feet or so from where he had exited the car. There was a shooter somewhere up high, either a roof or a window.
Whoever they were, they had clearly decided not to give themselves up without a fight. But then, that was no surprise. Every criminal involved in this depraved enterprise was going away for a very long time. Some probably figured it was better to go out all guns blazing.
He reached a row of dumpsters and hung behind them to avoid being hit. One question played over and over in his mind, even as he brought his pistol up through the air and searched for a target.
How the hell did Blake know?
Another stray round of automatic gunfire sent chips of concrete skidding across the surface of the parking lot, one of which stopped dead upon coming into contact with Nathan’s shoe.
A cry rang out. “He’s got us pinned!”
Nathan chanced a look over his shoulder at the source of the plea for help. A pair of sheriff’s deputies were sheltering behind their patrol car, which was pincushioned and smoking from the impact from at least two dozen rifle rounds.
“Dammit!” he hissed.
He spun back to the warehouse, feeling as though he was moving through molten glass. His gaze swept left and right before keying in on a small window on the second floor of the warehouse. He saw a flash and the long black barrel of a weapon.
“He’s up high. Hit the window!” he yelled as loudly as he could. He edged out from behind the dumpster and drew a bead on the window.
Exhaling slowly, he squeezed the trigger. Strangely, there was a brief lull in shooting as he fired, and the retort of his weapon barking in his hands echoed around the entire area, bouncing off the walls of the warehouse before slapping him in the face.
Nathan drew in a breath and fired again, again, again, as those around him got the message and unleashed hell themselves from all manner of weapons: shotguns, pistols, and at least a dozen high-velocity rifles. An incoming round plinked off the steel surface of the top of the dumpster and whizzed past his left ear. Despite his brush with death, he felt little fear. There was too much adrenaline coursing through him.
The rattle of semi-automatic weaponry grew in intensity behind him as sheriff’s deputies and trailing SBI agents brought their rifles to bear. The steel around the window frame on the second floor grew pitted and misshapen from the weight of incoming lead.
Nathan heard a crackle from the radio at his belt at the same time as someone nearby yelled, “Hold fire!”
He instantly pulled the pressure from the trigger, panting hard. He dropped the aim of his pistol toward the ground but did not yet holster it.
“Building clear,” the voice on the radio reported in the clipped tones of the SBI tac-team leader. “Three tangos down, one suspect in custody. Repeat, building clear. All units hold your fire.”

“WHERE THE HELL ARE THEY GOING?” Ryan mumbled, alternately swiping at the map on the cell phone in his hands, then looking up through the windshield.
Blake had no idea. She prayed for a rainstorm to sweep across the skyline, which remained an obstinate, iridescent blue as far as the eye could see. Anything to reduce the visibility, to increase their chances of remaining undetected as they trailed whatever was in the back of that truck. Instead, it seemed as though the devil was looking down on them and laughing. Not even a contrail dared darken the sky.
“Okay,” Ryan said. “Hang back a little here. Far enough you only see the occasional flash of their rear end. It’s just fields on either side now for the next couple of miles. No sense sticking our heads above the parapet.”
“Got it.”
“There’s nothing out here,” Ryan said, returning his attention to the map. “If they’re headed for Rockingham, why not stick to Highway 1? It doesn’t make sense.”
“Maybe they’re going to ground,” Blake replied, turning the conundrum over in her head. “Heading for a safe house, maybe?”
“So close to the warehouse? We’ve barely traveled fifteen miles.”
Was that all? Blake was exhausted. The tension of staying far enough back to avoid being spotted but not so far that they might miss their quarry entirely was enervating.
“What would you do in their shoes?” she asked. “Have just one bolthole?”
“I guess not,” Ryan said.
“I’m not convinced either,” she added. “But I’m out of suggestions. Nothing these guys do makes sense to me.”
An electronic chime filled the SUV’s cabin. Blake recognized her cell phone’s ring tone. She reached for where she’d stashed it between her legs without taking her eyes off the road and handed to Ryan. “Who is it?”
He exhaled sharply. “Nathan.”
“Put him on speaker.”
A moment later. the line connected. Ryan tapped an icon on the screen, and the sound of men shouting crackled out of the speaker. Blake briefly met Ryan’s eyes in the rearview mirror. They both shared the same expression.
They hit the warehouse.
Blake felt as though a dump truck had rolled up onto her chest. She desperately needed to ask what had happened but found herself completely unable to speak.
“Blake?” Nathan said, his voice tense and raised over the background hubbub. “Is that you?”
“Yes,” she found herself saying. “And Ryan’s here with me. We’re—”
He cut across her. “How did you know Hansen was aware we were coming?”
“What?”
Ryan pointed out the windshield and muttered, “Shit, they’re turning left. Look.”
“I thought you said there wasn’t anywhere to go out here?” Blake replied, for the moment ignoring Nathan. Their current task took priority, and she couldn’t spare the brainspace. She could just see the top of the white trailer slowing and turning over distant foliage and treetops. It seemed to be driving into a forest.
“There isn’t,” Ryan said, looking down at his own phone and switching to satellite mode. “I don’t—”
“What the hell are you two talking about?” Nathan interrupted, a healthy seasoning of frustration in his tone.
“Nathan, did you hit the warehouse?” Blake asked. She held her breath.
He sighed. “Yes. Hansen’s dead. We have Trevor Hicks in custody. How the hell did you know—?”
“—What about Ashley?” Blake demanded. “What about the girls, were they there? Are they safe?”
There was a long silence. “They were,” Nathan said finally.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Brody Conner and Chad Simmons took them away, along with a couple of thugs for muscle. Hicks is spilling everything.”
Ryan and Blake shared horrified glances, the same thought occurring to both of them simultaneously.
“Nathan, are you with Hicks now?” Blake said urgently.
“Yes, why?”
“Ask him what’s in the truck.”
“What?”
“Just do it.”
The conversation grew muffled. Blake guessed Nathan had moved the phone away from his ear. She strained to hear what was being said, but it was fruitless.
Seconds ticked by. Ryan pointed at the turning into the woods overhead. It was a hundred yards away or so. Blake checked her mirrors and then slowed until the SUV was almost coasting down the road’s slight gradient.
“Shit,” Nathan said. He sounded stunned. “It’s the girls. He says they took the girls.”
Blake’s stomach clenched. She turned her head toward the forest and strained to see what lay behind the thick blanket of trees, as if she might actually be able to see Ashley.
“That’s not all,” Nathan continued grimly over urgent, muffled conversation behind him. “He says they intend to kill them.”
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Ryan turned and tossed his cane onto the back seat, then unholstered his pistol and chambered a round as Blake killed the engine and guided the SUV silently on to the shoulder of the road.
As she applied the emergency brake, she met Ryan’s gaze. There was no hint of doubt on either face. She nodded curtly.
We’re doing this.
Blake reached for her phone. “Nathan, I’m sharing my location. Send as much backup as you can.”
“We’re coming,” he replied, alternating speaking on the phone and shouting instructions to those around him. “Hole up somewhere safe and stay out of trouble. ETA fifteen minutes. First units could be on site in ten.”
Still holding Ryan’s gaze, Blake watched as he silently shook his head. She felt the same way. “That’s not going to work. We’re going in. Advise first responders there will be friendlies on scene.”
“Blake, don’t you—”
It was too late. Blake muted the phone’s speaker, though she left the line running so that Nathan could listen in to what was happening.
“Let’s go,” she said, reaching for her own weapon and performing the same checks that Ryan had. The pistol felt heavy in her hand, weighed down by the responsibility of the task ahead of them.
They both climbed out of the SUV, closing the doors as quietly as possible behind them. Blake slid the keys under the left front tire as Ryan watched and left the vehicle unlocked.
“Just in case,” she said.
As the cool forest air hit her face, thick with the heady aroma of pine needles and clinging, damp humidity, she felt no fear. Only determination. There was no doubt now about what had happened to Caleb. She didn’t know exactly who had killed him, but she understood why. He was a good man who had died as he lived—trying to help others.
Blake understood that she had no control over the timing of her own death. And if she had to go, then following in footsteps as noble as her brother’s wasn’t a bad way.
“They brought them here to dispose of them,” Ryan said in a low whisper as they stepped into the forest. The occasional bird cry echoed through the stripped trees, notable mostly by their rarity. The place felt abandoned. Menacing.
“I know,” Blake said, her stomach tightening as she gave voice to the suspicion that had strengthened into certainty in her mind. “They’re witnesses. Maybe the only people who can pin any of these crimes directly on the guys at the top.”
Her mouth turned dry at the horror of what they were suggesting. Did these men have no emotion, no soul? How could they even contemplate killing so many innocents just to save their own skins?
She swallowed and pushed the horrific images from her mind. She needed to concentrate. A calm descended on her. Cocking her ear, she listened to the forest. “I don’t hear the truck,” she whispered.
“Me neither,” Ryan replied. His voice was heavy. Neither said what the other was thinking.
It’s about to happen.
They picked up the pace, Blake following in Ryan’s footsteps as he navigated through the woods. He headed for a dirt access road that had just barely been visible through the low-resolution Google Maps imagery. It was the only possible route a vehicle as large as a laden semitruck could have taken through the forest.
“Get them the fuck out!” a voice cried, carrying through the pine trunks.
Blake and Ryan both froze. They were close. Maybe thirty or forty yards. Any farther and the dense foliage all around them would have swallowed up the sound. She caught his attention and pointed slightly left to the source of the voice.
Ryan nodded. He gestured at her to move slowly. The truck wasn’t far. But they had a little time. The bad guys wouldn’t be unloading the truck so casually if they knew they had been tailed.
Unless it’s a trap…
Blake shook off the sudden wave of apprehension that washed over her. Whether they were expected or not, their actions would be the same. There was no backing out. Not now. They owed Ashley that much.
She crept alongside Ryan, alternating glances at the forest floor to avoid obstacles with penetrating looks through the trees ahead. She was operating on the presumption that if she couldn’t see the enemy, then they couldn’t see her. Sweat beaded her pistol grip, despite the cool, sunless environment under the canopy.
Fifteen yards. Ten.
Ryan held his hand up in a fist. Blake froze on cue. He was only a pace ahead of her, but apparently, it was enough. He motioned for her to move slowly. She complied and inched toward him. As she reached his side, she saw what had attracted his attention: The trees thinned out on the approach to the dirt road.
She could see them.
The semi was stopped. It made a ticking, hissing sound as the engine cooled. The dark SUV that had trailed it on the journey from the warehouse was pulled up just beside it, the front passenger door still wide open but nobody inside.
Ryan raised three fingers. Blake nodded. Her chest was tight, but she ignored it and continued to drink in the situation.
Three guys with guns.
Two of them carried black semiautomatic weapons, the third a holstered pistol. He was wearing the same clothes as the driver they’d seen earlier.
Brody and Chad, Blake thought. She recognized both of the men with long guns from the research that Ryan had done several days earlier. She knew from Ashley’s testimony that Brody was the most violent of Darryl Hansen’s henchmen. The most morally compromised.
There was no doubt about what was happening here.
She swept her gaze across the clearing around the road second time. Her eyes stopped on the rear of the SUV. Two long wooden handles were just visible through the tinted rear windshield.
Shovels?
Blake thought she might be sick. They’d clearly always intended on killing their cargo. Perhaps the only change after seeing the police motorcade heading in the opposite direction was that now they probably no longer had time to bury them.
She ground her teeth together and shifted her attention back to the semi. Brody and Chad were standing about ten feet back a couple of feet wide of the trailer’s cargo doors. They held their weapons across their torsos, relaxed but no doubt able to open fire the instant they detected trouble.
The driver climbed onto a step at the back of the trailer. He swung one of the two large bolts that held the door closed around, then lifted it up to allow the door to swing open.
At this angle, Blake couldn’t make out what lay inside. A distressed whimper born of many throats left her in no doubt. She glanced at her watch. Maybe three minutes had passed since they’d started moving into the woods. Backup was still miles away.
“Bastards,” she breathed.
Ryan glanced at her. He had a hardness in his eyes that she didn’t recognize. Perhaps she did also. This was one of those times that called for hard individuals. Sometimes that was all that stood in the way of bad men. He cocked his head to one side. Blake interpreted the gesture like she’d known him her entire life.
What’s the plan?
There was a metallic crash as the second cargo door swung open and the driver hopped inside. She exhaled slowly, playing out future possibilities in her mind. This was going to be hell. They could open fire on the gunmen now, before their fields of fire grew cluttered with innocent bodies.
But that was murder. Maybe no judge would ever put them behind bars for doing so faced with this uncertain choice. Maybe if Blake was alone, she would have pulled the trigger. But she wasn’t. It wasn’t just her freedom on the line.
It was Ryan’s, too.
She gestured at her own chest, then pointed a few yards to the left. Next she pointed at Ryan and then at the spot she wanted him to move to. Each was a flanking position that would—hopefully—allow them a clear shot.
He nodded but didn’t move. He fixed her with an intense stare.
Stay safe.
Blake returned the look but didn’t linger a second longer. She moved to her firing position, cringing at the occasional, almost inaudible crack of a twig or whooshing of fallen leaves underfoot. Ryan moved in an impossible cone of silence.
“Get up!” a gruff voice called from inside the trailer.
She heard the thudding of heavy boots and a lighter scuffling as the girls inside the truck were pushed upright. Holding her breath, she offered up a prayer.
Come on, Ashley. Be there.
A muffled squeal rang out, followed swiftly by a loud crack as a woman with red hair was thrust out of the back of the trailer with zero care for what would happen when she hit the ground. Blake guessed that a bone in her leg had just snapped.
She winced, and whatever was left of her compassion for Brody, Chad, and the driver withered inside her. A fall like that could kill a person. They were justified in doing whatever it took to end this.
Her trigger finger itched. She had the back of Chad’s head in her sights.
Another ounce of pressure and the pistol would bark in her hands. At this distance, she couldn’t miss.
Blake counted out half a dozen seconds in her head. By now Ryan would also be in position. She grimaced as a realization slammed home.
Shit. We can’t shoot.
The driver was still inside the trailer. Unless either she or Ryan stepped out into the dirt road—and thus into the open—neither had a clear shot.
Her heart pounded in her chest. She felt nauseated from the weight of the responsibility on her shoulders. Was it better to kill the two men with long guns first, even if that left one man unattended and out of sight?
The AR-15s were chambered with cartridges that had the potential to inflict a lot more damage than a handgun. If they dropped the two of them first, the third shooter might not even have a chance to reach his weapon before they got to him.
It’s a risk.
A second woman came tumbling out the back of the trailer. She looked unconscious even as she dropped through the air. She hit the ground face first, producing a sickening slapping sound.
The third and fourth women went flying out. All of them had their wrists and ankles bound. One of them tried to tuck her knees to her chest and roll, but it was no use.
“Hurry the hell up,” Brody called out. He glanced impatiently at his wristwatch. “We don’t have long. I don’t know what the fuck is going down at HQ, but we need to smoke rubber and be long gone before the cops come looking for us.”
“You’re telling—” the driver’s voice replied from inside the trailer before dying and being replaced by a vicious scream.
What the hell?
Fresh adrenaline dumped into Blake’s system, narrowing her vision. What was happening in there?
“Get in there!” Brody yelled at his partner, pointing into the trailer.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Blake breathed. This was not good. They needed both men out in the open.
Chad took a step toward the semi. At the same moment, Brody raised the barrel of his weapon and fired a burst inside.
The second she heard the first gunshot, Blake squeezed the trigger. Chad’s leg was already swinging through the air when the round impacted his skull, splitting it like a ripe melon. He tottered for a moment on lifeless legs, then collapsed to the ground. Brody spun in horror, already loosing off a second burst at this new threat.
Blake sprinted forward instantly, trusting Ryan to make his shot. She needed to get into that trailer. Doing so was all that mattered. More gunshots rang out nearby, but she didn’t even look around.
Another horrible scream rang out from inside. Blake pumped her arms at her side.
Ten feet.
Five.
A round whizzed past her head, so close she heard it whine like a mosquito. Then she launched herself inside.
The driver lay on the floor, pistol discarded beside him. His hands were scrabbling at a gash in his neck. Within seconds, the flow slowed, then stopped. He lay back, dead. There was blood everywhere. One girl was coated in it from head to toe, her face barely distinguishable from under it.
But Blake knew exactly who she was looking at.
“Ashley…”
Behind her, half a dozen more girls cowered on their haunches at the very rear of the trailer. Most had tears streaking down their faces. Some were barely clothed.
More gunfire behind her. Then Ryan’s voice, loud and urgent. “Shit. Blake, get down!”
She dropped to the floor of the trailer immediately as a trio of bullets sprayed into the trailer and sliced through the air. Spinning on her belly, she saw Ryan sprinting across the dirt road, no weapon in sight. He launched himself like an NFL defensive back, spearing through the air and taking Brody down to the dirt.
Blake didn’t waste time working out what had gone wrong. She rolled upright and immediately kicked the discarded pistol on the floor of the trailer far enough away from the body of its owner that even if he somehow stopped the bleeding, Ashley would be able to keep him away from it.
“Get back,” she said urgently, ushering Ashley toward the rear of the trailer. “And stay down!”
Without looking behind her, she leapt back out and onto the forest floor. Ryan was rolling in the dirt with Brody. Both men had their hands around each other’s throats. Brody’s rifle lay discarded on the ground beside him. He had a pistol holstered at his hip, but with his eyes bulging as Ryan throttled him, he clearly couldn’t spare the time to go for it.
Ryan wrapped his thighs around Brody’s torso. Both men grunted and panted from the intensity of the slow-motion fight. Brody’s cheeks were smeared with dust and sweat. He bared his teeth and lifted one hand away from Ryan’s throat, angling his thumbs toward his opponent’s eyes.
Horror flooded through Blake. She had little doubt now that Brody had killed her brother. She couldn’t let the same thing happen to Ryan.
Do something!
She raised her pistol, but it was impossible to get a clear shot. The men were too closely intertwined. Ryan let out a strangled yelp as Brody jabbed his thumb into his eye. He pulled his head back instinctively, but the result was to loosen his grasp on his opponent’s neck.
Brody broke away from Ryan and scrabbled backward, reaching for the pistol on his hip. Ryan was momentarily disabled. He lay panting in the dust, a trickle of blood running down his cheek. He moaned insensibly.
“Put your hands up!” Blake yelled.
Brody kept going. He raised the pistol in the air, his arm wobbly but aiming in Ryan’s direction. So she did the only thing she could.
The pistol in her hands barked three times.
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“Get me to a doctor,” Brody moaned.
He was slumped in the dirt, lying face up. The first two rounds Blake had fired had impacted a ballistic vest that she hadn’t known about. The third had entered just below his collarbone, and judging from the blood spurting out had severed an important blood vessel.
Blake had just gotten off the phone with Nathan, curtly requesting immediate EMT support to her location but not giving much further information before killing the call. She kneeled at his side, professionally frisking his body and removing a knife, which she tossed several yards away. She noticed the end of a zip cuff poking out of a thigh pocket and reached for it. She roughly pulled the monster’s wrists together and bound them tightly. He moaned in agony.
She knew that help was on the way. But just at this moment, she didn’t feel like that was news worth sharing. At least not to him.
“I don’t think so,” she said dismissively, pushing herself upright. She didn’t care to speak to this animal any longer. There was a long list of people who needed her attention first.
“Don’t let me die!” Brody whimpered, a high note squeezing his voice.
“That’s not up to me,” Blake said, turning away. She’d thought she would feel different in this moment. But there was nothing inside her. Just cold emptiness.
“I have money!” he yelled, his weak voice barely carrying.
“Tell someone who cares,” she replied without interest.
“Two million bucks,” he begged. A tear streaked down his filthy cheek. “Cash. Just don’t let me die and I’ll tell you where it is. Please.”
Blake glanced at the back of the trailer. Ryan was helping the injured girls. She’d pushed him away and insisted the moment she knew he wasn’t badly hurt. She could handle Brody herself.
She saw Ashley, still coated in blood, her arms wrapped around her knees. She was sitting on the floor of the truck, shivering. Another of the girls had been sick. Many were standing in almost catatonic fashion. They were broken. It would take a long time before any of them recovered.
Maybe some never would.
Acid burned in her stomach at the injustice of it all. These girls had never done anything in their lives to deserve this. A group of evil men had stolen their innocence. Taken everything from them. They deserved better.
She could help deliver that.
Blake strode slowly over to him, never breaking eye contact. She knelt down, resting half her weight on his thigh. “I’m listening.”
Brody shook his head, then groaned at the pain it caused him. “Get me help first.”
In the distance, just barely audible, Blake heard the first thump of rotor blades. She didn’t have long. She hoped that Brody was too preoccupied with his gunshot wound to hear it. She raised her voice.
“That’s not how this works. You tell me where it is. Or I let you bleed out right here and now.”
She met his gaze and watched as the last of his resistance faded away. He was growing weaker from blood loss. He really did need help.
Blake raised an eyebrow, keeping her face impassive. “The clock’s ticking.”
“Okay,” he whimpered. “Fine. I’ll tell you.”
“I want to know something else, first,” Blake said.
“Help me!” he mumbled. His pupils were beginning to dilate. He was in shock.
“Did you kill my brother?” Blake hissed. The emptiness was gone. She needed to know. She forced more pressure through her knee. Brody moaned underneath her.
“Ambulance…”
“Answer the damn question,” she spat. “Or I’ll finish you off here and now.”
Brody raised his eyes to hers. She could tell he believed her white lie.
He nodded jerkily.
“Yes. I did it. Darryl gave the order, but I carried it out,” he said, his voice growing softer and softer.
“Thought he was planning to jack a shipment. Caught his plates on a security camera one day. Just bad dumb luck. Didn’t know it had anything to do with Cora running off ‘til we caught her. Then Kyle came crawling to you. Didn’t figure him for a rat, either. Now it’s all fucked. Now please, you gotta help me. Please!”
Blake slumped backward. She sat in the dirt to Brody’s side, her chest heaving. She had the truth now. It hurt. But at least she knew.

“WHAT THE HELL is going on here?” a voice demanded from behind Special Agent Nathan Cooper, who was standing just outside the police tape line that had been erected around the warehouse that had until recently belonged to Darryl Hansen and his crew. He was taking a breather.
He turned to see a Hispanic male rounding on Detective Wilson. The man’s cheeks were puffed out, and he was pointing his index finger directly at her face.
Despite her partner’s imposing physical stature and the outright aggression with which he was acting, Wilson seemed unruffled. “You’re off duty,” she said blandly.
Nathan walked slowly over. By the time every last patrol car had streaked off toward Blake’s location to rescue the trailer full of trafficked women as he was communicating with dispatch on where precisely they needed to go, he found himself without a ride. He’d opted, without much choice in the matter, to stay behind and help process the scene.
The good news had just filtered across the radio. Despite several injuries—some serious, including one gunshot wound and a badly broken leg—all of the kidnapped women had survived. Blake and her brother’s friend, Ryan, too.
He’d closed his eyes and offered up a long, silent prayer at that point. Things could easily have taken a very different turn. Darryl Hansen was dead. He would never face a court of his peers to atone for what he had done, but justice had been served in a more permanent manner. Trevor Hicks was in custody.
Hansen’s office safe was open upstairs. A bottle of lighter fluid and a box of matches were found next to it. He hadn’t succeeded in destroying the evidence. And from what Nathan had already seen, there was enough to put a lot of people away for a very long time.
Including his own boss.
“You’re my partner,” Ortega snapped at Wilson. Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. “You should have called me. In fact, why the hell didn’t you?”
He’s nervous. He should be.
Nathan met Detective Wilson’s slightly amused gaze. He raised his eyebrow. “Do you want to give him the good news, or shall I?”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Ortega blustered.
Reacting to a slight twitch in Wilson’s eyes, Nathan placed his hand on his weapon. Just in case. He attracted the attention of a nearby deputy and indicated for the woman to do the same.
“What’s happening?”
“Ruben Wallace Ortega,” Detective Wilson said, reaching for her cuffs. A broad, vindictive smile broke out on her face. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you…”
Nathan watched as the arrogance drained out of the cornered cop like a balloon being let out. His posture visibly shrank, and his face drained of all color as Wilson continued reeling off his rights with vicious glee.
“What?”
As Wilson snapped the cuffs around Ortega’s wrists and removed his weapon and badge, Nathan laughed. “She means, ‘We got you, you piece of shit. It’s over.’”
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“How’s Axe?” Blake asked, shooting Ryan a smile as he climbed out of his truck. He shut the door without reaching for his cane and walked across the RightHealth Regional Hospital parking lot to her. She could barely detect a limp.
On the road outside, Blake could just barely make out a couple of television news trucks. A Monroe County Sheriff’s Department cruiser was parked at the entrance to the hospital, ensuring they stayed on public land.
“Moping like I was the one who shot him,” Ryan replied.
Blake made a face. “He’s that bad?”
Ryan snorted. “That’s the problem. He’s healing up just fine. He lost a lot of blood, but the wound was clean. Didn’t hit any major blood vessels or structures. He’d go out running if I let him and tear his stitches right out. But he’ll be on the sick list for a while. I can’t let him out of the spare bedroom or he sprints to the back door. You should hear him howl.”
She laughed as they walked to a bank of elevators. “It’s for his own good.”
“Try telling him that.”
Blake knew better. Alsatians were working breed dogs. They would run all day, over hot lava if that’s what they were told to do. Keeping a dog like Axe inside was tantamount to torture—even if it was for the sake of his health.
They walked into the hospital side by side. Blake’s shoulder brushed up against Ryan’s as the automatic doors slid open. She kept it there. It felt nice. The warm air inside felt like a hug after the crisp morning breeze outside. Two days had passed since the girls had been rescued, the warehouse was assaulted, and the remainder of Darryl Hansen’s crew was either killed or taken into custody.
All twelve of the rescued girls had been taken right here after the cavalry arrived. Most of them had already been discharged, either into the care of women’s organizations or their families. Only a couple remained in the hospital with more serious injuries, and both of them were to be discharged today.
The elevator doors slid open, and they stepped inside. The metal box whisked them up several stories, onto the ward that presently housed both Ashley and Cora. A sheriff’s deputy was sitting on a metal chair on the other side of the hallway. He recognized Blake and checked both their names off the visitor list.
“Y’all go on down,” he said, gesturing down the hallway. “They’ve been moved into the same room. They’re expecting you.”
Blake took a deep breath. She’d visited the previous day but hadn’t actually spoken to either girl. Ashley had been away undergoing tests, and Cora was fast asleep as she recovered from her own bullet wound. She’d just sat at the end of her bed and read a book.
Today would be different. Cora had asked a sheriff’s deputy if she could visit. Today she would learn what really happened with Caleb before he died.
Ryan reached down and squeezed her forearm as though he understood what she was thinking. “Come on,” he said, his voice low and deep. “I’m right here.”
She shot him a quick, pained smile and thought how lucky she was that that was true. She’d only known Ryan a week. But it felt much longer than that. There was something about going through adversity with somebody that could cram a lifetime’s worth of experiences into a matter of days.
Pressure makes diamonds.
Blake snorted as she remembered one of Caleb’s old sayings. He’d sat at the end of her bed when they were both teenagers, after their parents died, so that she wasn’t alone when the nightmares woke her up. He’d never made her feel ashamed or immature. He always had some silly phrase that made it all feel better.
They walked down the hallway. Just as they reached the door to the hospital room that another sheriff’s deputy was sitting guard outside, it swung open. Special Agent Nathan Cooper stepped out. He had a notepad under his arm. He started as he saw the pair of them.
“It’s good to see you,” Blake said. “What are you doing here?”
“Just getting Cora’s final statement,” he said, lowering his voice so that they wouldn’t be heard through the door. He had a revolted expression on his face.
“She was one of Darryl Hansen’s favorites. At least before she ran away. He let his guard down around her. Allowed her to observe meetings she probably shouldn’t have seen. I guess he thought she was too strung out for it to matter. But she was tapering off the drugs.”
“So what did she see?”
The expression on Nathan’s face shifted. Just for a second, a flash of vicious satisfaction crossed it. “Enough to put Richter away for a very long time.”
“I heard they took him to Leavenworth.”
Nathan nodded. “He won’t see fresh air this side of the next millennium. Not after being mixed up in Isaac Whitley’s murder. We found emails proving he told Hansen that Whitley was digging around in the wrong places. He signed his death warrant.”
Ryan grimaced. “He’d better watch his back in there. I’m guessing his fellow inmates won’t like hearing he threatened a newborn baby.”
Blake nodded. It was nothing more than what the corrupt officer deserved. The arrests had been repeated in police departments in a number of surrounding counties as the evidence in Darryl Hansen’s private safe was analyzed and acted upon. Almost a dozen officers in Northern Pines Police Department alone had been charged so far.
Unfortunately for Hansen’s co-conspirators, their boss had been a paranoid man. He hadn’t just kept leverage on corrupt cops, but enough to put men like Brody Conner and many others away for decades.
“Make sure he doesn’t,” she said, her jaw tightening. Brody had stolen her only remaining family member. He’d left her alone in the world.
“He’ll go down for Caleb’s death, too,” Nathan said. “Darryl kept everything.”
Blake nodded. A rush of emotion filled her chest. But hearing Brody confess to Caleb’s murder had dulled the worst of the pain.
“Thanks, Nathan.”
They parted ways, and Blake knocked on the door to the girls’ hospital room. After just a second, she heard a bright voice call out, “Come in!”
As they entered, Blake saw Cora propped up in bed. She was wearing a hospital gown, her hair was neatly tied up, and it looked like she’d been able to take a shower. Cora smiled warmly at them. Ashley was sitting in a chair at her side in regular clothes. She stood up.
“Thank you for coming,” Cora said. “Sorry, it hurts if I speak too loud.”
Ryan hiked his eyebrows and smiled broadly. “Rule number one for getting shot, it means you don’t have to apologize. Trust me, I’ve been there. Everyone else gets to take a backseat for a little while.”
“Hey, Ryan,” Ashley said. She gave him a little wave.
As Blake approached the end of the hospital bed, she wrapped her arms around her and gave her a warm but gentle hug—not wanting to cause the injured shoulder any further pain.
“How are you feeling?” Blake asked as Ashley relinquished her grip. Like Cora, she looked surprisingly healthy, especially after everything the two girls had been through.
“I’ve been worse.” She shrugged. “They gave me my last dose this morning. Come tomorrow morning, I’ll be officially clean. Let’s see if I can stick with it. The rehab’s going to be hell without pain meds. But I’ll make it work.”
“You will,” Blake said firmly. “I know you will.”
“You have more faith in me than I do,” Ashley laughed. But it was a gentle sound, one that made Blake think that she was right.
“Listen,” Blake said softly, reaching out and grasping her hand, “I’m sorry we didn’t protect you the other night. I could’ve gotten you killed. Da—he—played me like a fiddle. I led them right to you.”
Ashley shook her head vehemently.
“The heck you did.” She snorted. “Well, technically, I guess you did almost get me killed. But Brody was going to kill all us girls anyway. If you hadn’t saved me that night from the Last Chance, I would definitely have died.”
“I should’ve been more careful.”
“Stop beating yourself up,” Ashley said in a voice that was much older than eighteen. She gestured pointedly at herself. “We all make mistakes.”
“Yeah. I guess.”
“How are you doing, Cora?” Ryan asked. Blake turned her attention to the girl in the hospital bed. She was a little older than Ashley. Mid-20s. But like Ashley, her eyes were much older than that.
“I’m good. Really good,” she said. She sought out Blake’s gaze. “You’re really his sister, aren’t you?”
She nodded.
Cora’s eyes watered, but she gritted her teeth and pushed through. It was as though she didn’t want to allow herself to cry. Or maybe she was ashamed to.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I got your brother killed. I’ll never forgive myself. Not as long as I live.”
Blake saw the look of utter devastation on the woman’s face. She looked like she was barely holding it together. She rushed to the side of the hospital bed and reached for Cora’s hand. She gave it a firm squeeze.
“What was it you said, Ashley?” she said, twisting around to look at her. “The heck you did? That goes here too. My brother never did a damn thing he didn’t want to in his entire life. Caleb”—her voice caught for just a second—“died doing the right thing. And I can tell you that even if he knew what he was signing himself up for, he would’ve done it again. That was the way he was made.”
“I know,” Cora said, her voice so low it was barely audible. “He saved my life.”
They held hands for a long time as Cora wept silently into Blake’s shoulder. Ashley came around the other side of the bed and stroked the other girl’s hair. Blake marveled at how much better she looked in so short a time.
She’s going to be okay, she thought. They are all going to be okay.
“Can I tell you what happened?” Cora finally whispered.
Blake pushed through the lump in her throat. “Please.”
“It started with Kyle,” she explained, her voice growing in strength as she related the story.
“He was… I don’t want to say he was a good man. Kyle was like all of us, bad and good in equal measure. He was using before he joined Darryl’s crew. He only told me bits and pieces, but I guess the things that happened to him over there really screwed him up.”
Blake nodded. It was a similar story to the one Marci Foster, Kyle’s ex-wife, had told.
“Six or seven months ago, he was really spiraling. I think he was stealing product from Darryl. Not enough to be noticed. But enough. I guess Caleb heard what was happening to him. He tried to help him kick his habit. Took him to a rehab facility to get him clean.”
“And Kyle confessed about what he was mixed up in?”
Cora nodded. Her eyes were watering. “I think so. Somehow Caleb convinced him it was wrong. But Kyle was too scared to go to the cops. Not without solid, unarguable proof.”
Blake’s eyes widened. “You.”
“Me. Kyle smuggled me out one day without the others knowing. He drove me to your brother. Caleb got me a doctor and helped me through withdrawal. When I was clean, he got me set up in an apartment in Charleston. He was going to visit one weekend with a camera so I could tell my story without going to the police. We didn’t know who we could trust. But…”
“He never showed up,” Blake breathed. She closed her eyes as the pieces fell into place. Somehow Darryl must have figured out what Caleb was trying to do. And he’d killed him for it.
“No,” Cora said, silent tears rolling down her cheeks now. “He never showed up.”
“I’m so sorry,” Blake said. “None of this is your fault.”
“I spent the last six months hiding. Caleb paid two months’ rent upfront. After that ran out, I bounced from place to place working in restaurants. The kind of places people don’t ask to see your ID. I should have gone to the police, but I didn’t know what to do.”
“Cora—”
She kept on going. “About ten days ago, Brody snatched me off the street and took me back to Northern Pines. I guess someone must have recognized me.”
Blake could have figured the rest out on her own. The pieces slotted into place easily. After Caleb died, Kyle had panicked and kept on working for Darryl. Without backup, he’d been too scared to take on the gang alone.
When Cora was dragged back into captivity, his conscience must have finally tortured him too much. He’d tried to go to Blake that night with some kind of proof of what was going on—most likely the folder she’d seen in his killer’s hands. And it had gotten him murdered.
The rest Blake had seen with her own eyes.
“I’m so, so, sorry, Blake,” Cora whispered. “I never meant to cause any of this.”
“You didn’t,” Blake said insistently. “Only one person is responsible for what happened, and he’s dead. He can’t hurt you ever again. Either of you.”
Cora nodded. She didn’t seem convinced.
“You’re getting out of here today, right?” Blake said in a lighter tone of voice. “What’s your plan?”
“I’m not sure. Whatever we do, it’ll be together. The state said they would put us up in a motel for a few days,” Ashley said. “After that, we don’t know. I don’t exactly have much in my bank account…”
Blake smiled slowly. “First of all, you can stay with me. Both of you. As long as you need. And about that second thing…”
Brody Conner’s illicitly obtained savings had amounted to a little over $2.2 million. He’d kept most of it in cash, along with a handful of one ounce gold and silver bars in a storage container outside of town. Blake knew she should have turned the money in to the cops.
But she knew a few people who needed it more.
“You feel like a beer tonight?” Ryan asked as they left the hospital a few minutes later.
Blake tipped her head back with disappointment, then met his stare. She made a face. “Rain check? I’ve got to get them settled in.”
Ryan grimaced. “Right. I’m an idiot. Say no more.”
She turned to face him front on and cocked her head to one side mischievously. Rising slightly on her toes to match his height, she said, “Maybe. But at least you’re a very attractive one.”
Blake barely had a second to register the flicker of heat in his gaze before his arms were around her. He swept her close and drew her tight to his body. She felt a graze of stubble on her cheek, then his impossibly soft lips on her own. After several, long, breathless seconds, they broke away.
Panting, Blake found herself almost unable to think. “Wow,” she finally whispered.
Ryan winked. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”



EPILOGUE
Blake drove back home to get the house prepared for Cora and Ashley with a smile on her face and a lightness inside her she couldn’t remember feeling for months. She parked on the street outside and actively skipped into the house. She had only just climbed the stairs, arms full of fresh sheets to make up Caleb’s bed, when she heard a knock at the door.
She thundered back downstairs and swept it open. A man was standing there. He looked vaguely familiar, though she didn’t know from where.
“Peter,” he explained, turning to point at a house across the street. “I live over there.”
“Right,” Blake said, finally recognizing him as the neighbor she’d ushered back inside the night Kyle Thompson had been shot. She noticed a black case just in front of the doorstep. “How can I help you, Peter?”
“My wife and I were so sorry about your brother,” he said.
“You knew him?”
“Not well. But”—he gestured at the case by his feet—“I completely forgot that he gave me that to look after a couple of months before he died.”
“Did he say what it was?”
Peter shook his head. “Nope. I tried bringing it over earlier this week, but nobody was home. But my wife and me, we’re sure curious about what’s inside.”
“Thanks, Peter,” she said, stooping down and picking it up by the handle. It was a piece of carry-on luggage. It lifted easily into the air, surprising her. It felt almost empty.
She closed the door before he could ask any further questions. She carried it into the kitchen and set it on a countertop. Something rattled as she picked it up. Blake frowned.
The case was locked by a four-digit combination. She guessed it in one. Caleb was nothing if not predictable.
My birthday.
The case split into two halves. One side was empty. The other contained a thick manila folder, several hundred pages at least, sealed with a piece of string. It looked old and resembled a law enforcement case file.
Blake leaned forward, expecting to see something relating to Cora Felton. Instead, her legs almost gave way. She gasped out loud when she saw the typed inscription on the cover page.
CID - HOMICIDE BOOK
VICTIM(S):
 
	LARSEN, MARK ALEX

	LARSEN, ELEANOR


They were her parents’ names. She stared at the cover page in complete shock for several long seconds, barely breathing. None of this made sense. Why would Caleb have this file? How had he gotten his hands on it?
When?
Blake slumped to the floor and wrapped her arms around her knees. For a while, she could barely think. Slowly, though, her investigator’s brain turned back on. One detail jumped out at her. The file must have been created early into the investigation before the agents in charge learned the identity of the killer.
After all, his name was right there, listed in the wrong section. It was almost as though he was mocking her from beyond the grave.
Mark Alex Larsen. Her father.
Blake had spent seventeen years trying to forget the horror of her past. That her father had murdered his own wife before turning his gun on himself. She’d spent seventeen years knowing that deep down inside her, hidden somewhere in her genetic code, there was a sliver of madness, or evil, or both.
She had long ago given up hoping that the investigators were mistaken. That was a child’s foolish hope.
Wasn’t it?



FOR ALL THE LATEST NEWS
I hope you enjoyed In The Dark. If you did, and don’t fancy sifting through thousands of books on Amazon and leaving your next great read to chance, then sign up to my mailing list and be the first to hear when I release a new book.
Yes please, sign me up
No thanks, I’ll leave it to chance
You can also follow this link to leave a review on In The Dark, for which as ever I would be most grateful.
And keep reading if you want to learn more about the real-life inspiration that led me to write In The Dark…
Thanks so much for reading!
Jack.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
Dear reader,
As always it is both a great pleasure and relief to be able to write these words. It means that the book is finally finished—for both of us!
In The Dark has been in the pipeline since the start of 2022. I teased the series in earlier notes, and really didn’t expect it to take this long. My apologies for that! However the character of Blake Larsen has been in my head for much, much longer. It’s a fantastic feeling to know that she is finally out in the wild.
Those of you who have read my Jason Trapp series of spy thrillers will know that I like to give a short rundown of the real-world basis for my plot lines, whether that comes in the form of events, technology or characters.
In Dark State, I wrote about artificial intelligence and mass-surveillance technology, in Flash Point it was the shooting down of a passenger airplane just weeks before just such a tragic event took place in Iran. In Black Eagle, written in Spring 2021, Trapp and a band of brave Ukrainians attempted to forestall a renewed Russian invasion of Ukraine.
It has sometimes occurred to me that my occasional forecasting ability would be a lot more profitable if it included next week’s lottery numbers. Come on, just once…
However despite hearing rumors about drug taking and other nefarious activities on military bases over the years, and reading stories such as ‘These Kids Are Dying’ — Inside the Overdose Crisis Sweeping Fort Bragg during my book research, I didn’t expect to be able to write about the real-world basis for In The Dark in this note.
I didn’t actually expect to see a headline that was this on the nose as I finished the book in early January 2023:
Panic grips Special Forces community amid investigation into drugs, human trafficking
Imagine my surprise when, on reading the article, I learned that on January 5 2023, CID and FBI agents conducted a joint raid on Fort Bragg that apprehended more than a dozen 3rd Special Forces Group and Delta Force soldiers on charges of drug and sex trafficking. For a moment I wondered if my manuscript had been leaked, and the story had somehow gotten lost in translation…
By the sounds of things, this is an extremely serious incident, and I suspect we’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg. As much as I get a personal kick out of knowing that the stories I devise really could—and often have—happened, I hope for the victims’ sake that law enforcement gets to the bottom of things as swiftly as Blake would.
I hope you enjoyed In The Dark. The second book in the Blake Larsen series, tentatively titled She Lies Here, will be released in the next couple of months. You can preorder it here, or by searching the title in the Kindle store. And if you can’t wait that long, or have never come across my Jason Trapp series, why not start there!
And finally a huge thank you to my gorgeous fiancée Rachel, who has joined me this year and helped me every step of the way, from the cover to reading and providing incisive comment on every single word I write. The finished product wouldn’t have been anywhere near as good without you.
Thanks for reading,
Jack.



ALSO BY JACK SLATER


If you come after the CIA’s most feared assassin, there’s one cardinal rule: Don’t miss.
America is under attack. Thousands lie dead after simultaneous strikes across the country. The day will come to be known as Bloody Monday.
Jason Trapp, codename ‘Hangman’, was a covert operative whose feats became the stuff of legend. He was the tip of the spear—the man his country unleashed when all hope was lost.
Six months ago, someone sold him out. The Agency listed him as killed in action. He lost everything—and everyone—he held dear.
But Trapp’s not that easy to kill. As his country reels from the deadliest terrorist attacks it has ever witnessed, Trapp’s personal vendetta leads him right back to where he started: duty to his country. The violence, the terror, the assassination of his partner… It’s all connected.
And now the Hangman is coming for the guilty.
Click here to read Dark State, book one in the Jason Trapp thriller series.
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