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For the readers who’ve walked this long, winding path with me…thank you. For believing in Emma. For embracing her special ability. And for never letting go of the light.
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DESCRIPTION


The line between love and vengeance was never thin. It was a fuse.

After a deadly shootout between impostor agents and the FBI’s Violent Crimes Unit, Special Agent Emma Last thought nothing could shock her again. But when her friend is found hacked to pieces, her severed hand left on Emma’s doorstep like a calling card, the violence veers into something darker—intimate, targeted, and cruel.

And the horror is just beginning.

An FBI bomb specialist is next—his mutilated body scattered like shrapnel in his own home. Emma suspects her long-lost sister may be behind the attacks, but the truth is tangled in blood, betrayal, and lies. Whoever the killer is, she’s escalating. Armed with a weapon that defies science and fueled by a personal vendetta, her target isn’t just Emma.

It’s everything—and everyone—Emma loves.

With guilt mounting and chaos closing in, Emma must outmaneuver a killer who’s always one step ahead. Before the next ignition. Before her team suffocates. Before everything—and everyone—is consumed.

Last Stand, the explosive fifteenth and final installment in the Emma Last FBI series by bestselling author Mary Stone, delivers a heart-stopping finale full of devastating twists, hard-won healing, and one unforgettable goodbye. A story that proves family can break you…or save you. And sometimes, it’s hard to tell which is which.
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Special Agent Craig Bennington of Washington, D.C.’s Joint Terrorism Task Force refreshed his email for the third time in as many minutes, cursing under his breath when no new message pinged into existence.

He rocked back in his seat, practically tilting the rolling chair onto its back.

Because he couldn’t seem to stop himself, he refreshed the screen again.

Nothing.

He’d sent an email requesting assistance to Supervisory Special Agent Jacinda Hollingsworth earlier that afternoon. It was now close to eleven o’clock. Probably, she was home by now, meaning he was wasting his time hanging around at the office hitting refresh every ten seconds.

Dropping the chair back to the floor, Craig flipped through his files, though he didn’t know if rereading the reports would help—he practically had every phrase of the documents memorized.

Earlier that week, on Wednesday, a man named Hogan Badger died under strange circumstances. Badger had met with another as-yet-unidentified man at a local parking garage.

Security footage showed him climbing out of his Pathfinder, a duffel bag in his hand catching on the steering wheel. Something fell free of the bag, landing in the driver’s side floorboard. Badger didn’t seem to notice.

The two men spoke for less than a minute, exchanged the duffel, and went their separate ways.

When Badger returned to his vehicle, he settled into the driver’s seat and fished a cigarette from his pocket, fumbling with his lighter. As he lit up, something startled him. A nearby car honking.

Badger jerked and lost his grip on the cigarette. Burning tip just a faint orange spark on the footage, it fell to the floorboard.

Whoosh.

Like sparking a fuse line on dry asphalt, sparkling blue fire ignited, then snuffed out almost at once.

But Badger hadn’t died from the flames.

No, he’d asphyxiated. Choked on air that no longer existed.

Craig dropped the folder back onto his desk and rubbed his eyes. To distract himself, he pulled his phone closer, thumbing the icon for the message chain between him and his wife.

Hey love. Kids finally crash?

Little dots popped up almost instantly, making him smile. He pictured April exactly where she probably was—perched at the kitchen island at her parents’ house in Virginia, a half-empty bottle of wine between her and her mom, solving the world’s problems one gossip session at a time.

You realize what time it is, right? Of course they’re in bed. We can’t wait to see you tomorrow. And Mom says hi, just finishing up a bottle of pinot and then I’m putting myself to bed. Wish you were here to help.

The eggplant emoji made him laugh out loud.

Dammit. He sure did miss her…them. His sexy wife. His precious kids. He should have headed out for an early Memorial Day weekend with them. Instead, he’d gotten pulled into this weird case before he could escape.

Hold that thought, babe. I’ll tuck you in tomorrow night. Prepare your body.

Promise?

His dick twitched. Oh, yes, he promised all right.

Promise. Again and again.

Damn. That sounded almost romantic. But April brought out that side of him—the soft side no one else got to see.

Good. Love you.

His heart smiled.

Love you too.

It was time to wrap up. SSA Hollingsworth wasn’t responding. She probably had enough to do after the week her team had just overcome.

Yet against his better judgment, Craig flipped his reports open again.

On Tuesday, the Violent Crime Unit had been involved in a bizarre shootout alongside the Metro PD’s Eighth Precinct. According to the reports, Hollingsworth’s team had caught a traitor FBI agent who’d been leading a local gang, the Cloaks, in a plot to kill law enforcement officers.

“Wild.” Craig shook his head at Special Agent Emma Last’s recounting of events. Last worked on Hollingsworth’s team.

Hogan Badger, Craig’s current victim, had been a known member of the Cloaks. With no strong leads in Badger’s mysterious asphyxiation case, he’d begun pulling recent files describing Cloak activity, hoping to find a thread to pull at while he waited for reports on the strange blue explosive.

Last’s report popped up, one that included descriptions of stolen guns the Cloaks had used during the recent shootout. The Cloaks, already a pretty professional organization with a reputation for violence, seemed to be branching out.

On top of that, as Bennington had begun his investigation at the Sprigg’s Street Garage—where Badger died—his team had received an encrypted email.

Spriggs Street is a message. Decipher it if you can, you useless leeches.

The contents were odd on a couple levels.

First, it seemed like it might be claiming responsibility for an intentional explosion…but the footage clearly showed Badger blowing himself up. Well, igniting the explosive that appeared to suck all the air out of his vehicle. Whatever “message” the emailer meant to send was, instead, indecipherable.

Second, why leeches?

His department had forwarded the message down to Renee Bailey, the D.C. agency’s resident language expert. Her initial report—also sitting right there in his stack—stated that the message was too short for an in-depth analysis.

However, Bailey had cross-referenced another recent VCU case involving a vigilante killer caught by…SSA Hollingsworth’s team.

Once again, an Emma Last report landed on his desk. The woman was busy. Two short messages Bailey had analyzed involved “cockroaches.” She stated the two were similar in style and delivery method.

But of specific interest to Craig, those references to “cockroaches” described D.C. gang members who turned up murdered with their tattoos sliced off. Not Cloaks—these connections were thin, he recognized that—but still.

Cloaks. Gangs. Cockroaches. Leeches. So many circumstantial but potential threads leading back to Hollingsworth’s VCU.

“So if you would just answer me, SSA Hollingsworth, I might be able to tell whether your case and my case are connected.” Craig said this directly to his computer screen.

The pale glow remained steady.

No new messages arrived.

“Be that way.” Technology could kiss his ass.

Well, if Hollingsworth can sleep right now, so can I.

As it was, it would be nearly midnight before Craig reached home. And knowing April and the kids, they’d want his full attention as soon as they returned tomorrow. Rightfully so, after a week of separation.

These files would be here for him Monday morning. Maybe with a refreshed brain, he could make sense of a world going mad.

Hell, he might just need a break. And to get laid.

Tomorrow, Craig would sleep in, mow the yard, maybe even catch up on that game he’d streamed last weekend. Then, once April finally got home, he’d make damn sure the kids went to bed early.

“Time to head out and leave the mysteries for Monday.”

In the mostly empty Bureau garage, Craig turned up the music in his SUV and spiraled down the ramps toward the exit. On the ground level, he spotted another agent loading gear into his trunk a few rows over. As Craig passed by, he tossed off a friendly wave.

He half smiled to himself. “Should be illegal for agents to still be clocked in this late on a Friday.”

Truth was, most agents were workaholics and never kept nine-to-five schedules. Not him, though. Or at least, not most of the time. He was lucky to have a role that allowed him to leave at a decent hour each night.

Once through the garage gate, he made a clean left onto the main road. The city buzzed, the air warm with spring, and the glow of traffic lights glinted off the windshield. He let his music play low as he settled in for the drive—just a few more turns before the highway, then a half hour to home.

That was when a dark-colored sedan, parked along the curb near a deli closed for the night, caught his attention.

Headlights flicked on as the vehicle eased out into traffic. He clocked it immediately—a late-model Camry, maybe black or navy. Nothing to worry about, most likely. Probably someone heading home from the graveyard shift.

Still. Ten years as an agent for the bomb squad had Craig alert at all times. It was a wonder he ever even got any sleep.

Especially with weird shit going on in the city.

He adjusted the rearview mirror, making a note of the vehicle’s speed. Same as his. Not erratic. Not too close.

But close enough to register.

Craig took the ramp onto the turnpike, easing into a faster lane. The Camry followed.

He didn’t speed up. Not yet. He took the next exit, changing lanes without signaling. Watched the mirror. The Camry stayed on the highway.

A beat passed before he exhaled. “Paranoid idiot.”

April would’ve rolled her eyes, said I told you to stop watching those old spy thrillers before bed. Danger came with the job, though. Federal agents made plenty of enemies in their line of work.

A half hour later, he entered his subdivision, the soft hum of normalcy returning. Streetlamps. Sidewalks. Porch lights flickering on a timer like fireflies.

He pulled into his driveway, killed the engine, and sat for a moment. Listened. Watched.

Nothing but cicadas and the distant whoosh of a plane flying low overhead—probably on final approach to Reagan. They flew this route late sometimes. Not often, but it happened.

The moment stretched…then snapped when he undid his seat belt and opened the door.

As Craig headed toward his porch, the tension of the week caught up with him. He imagined April’s phone pinging, the Ring camera letting her know someone was approaching the house.

He waved and blew a kiss toward the lens. For a second, he considered grabbing his crotch and saying something filthy to her, a promise of what would come tomorrow night. But what if she was still up and her mother saw?

Mortifying.

A soft blue glow from the door cam blinked at him as he keyed in the code—something April insisted on installing after the neighborhood break-ins last fall. Craig had joked they should just get a giant dog instead.

The lock clicked. He stepped inside, warm air wrapping around him. Habit made him toss his wallet onto the console table just as he reached back to shut the door⁠—

A heavy force slammed into his back and through his chest, stealing the breath from his lungs. The pressure was instant, white-hot. A delayed sound followed—muffled, almost lost beneath the deep roar of a plane overhead, low and loud, rattling the windows like a passing storm.

Another shot rang out, this one splintering the doorframe.

Craig stumbled back, arms flailing for balance. His legs gave out first. He collapsed against the wall, then slid to the floor, trying to process what the hell just happened.

Pain radiated from his chest. Warmth spread fast through his light-blue shirt—the one April bought him. The color of powder. He pressed his fingers over the wound as the nonsensical thought spiraled away. Wet. Thick. No chance at slowing it.

He reached for his weapon, but it was so heavy and his hand trembled so badly, he could barely hold it.

Through his daze, a shape emerged. Someone in black, stepping through the open door like a shadow come to life. No face. Just movement. Fluid. Deliberate.

In one hand, a knife. Long, straight-edged, curved. Meant for cutting more than skin.

Craig couldn’t lift his arm, couldn’t shout. Blood filled his mouth as he tried. A cough sprayed wet and red.

He slumped sideways, cheek pressed against the cool wooden floor, eyes struggling to stay open.

April. The kids.

He pictured them at the kitchen table, messy hair and laughing mouths, April trying not to smile as she shushed them for the tenth time.

Don’t let her find me like this, Craig begged the ceiling, the silence, the shadows. Please, not her.

His gaze flitted back toward the figure standing over him—knife still in hand, not yet used.

Didn’t need to be.

Everything slipped sideways.

His final breath rattled free.

Then…nothing.


2




Special Agent Emma Last had always had a lead foot—she was notorious in the FBI for it—but this afternoon, she pushed speed into a new high gear. Stop signs blurred. Red lights didn’t register. The only thing she saw was the stretch of road ahead, and the only thing she felt was pounding certainty in her chest.

Not Marigold. Please, not her.

After calling her supervisory special agent, Emma barely remembered getting in her car. One second, she was staring down at a severed hand resting against her apartment door like a grotesque calling card. The next, she was halfway to Marigold Florence’s house, tires screaming through corners, her phone clutched in her hand like a lifeline.

She’d called. Again and again. Straight to voicemail. No text. No read receipt.

Knowledge coiled like a poisonous snake in her gut.

She’d known the moment she saw the ring—blue apatite set in silver, worn smooth from the way Marigold always rubbed the stone when she was thinking. That hand hadn’t just belonged to anyone.

It had belonged to her.

Just a half hour ago, Emma had imagined spending her Saturday afternoon unwinding on her yoga mat, maybe even feeling Oren’s presence drift in for a quiet moment. Her dead boyfriend’s visits had become less frequent since Salem, as if he’d finally found a little peace.

She’d been ready for quiet. Maybe even a glass of wine.

Instead, she’d found horror.

Now the image haunted her more than any ghost.

The way the hand had been posed…fingers curled in like it might still reach for something. A sick parody of a message she didn’t want to receive.

Emma squeezed the wheel tighter, willing the world to move faster. Marigold had taught her about the Other. With her flowing silver-streaked brown hair, collection of healing crystals, and uncanny intuition, Marigold represented a calm center in Emma’s chaotic world. Her cozy home had become a refuge where Emma could find peace and guidance when her incomprehensible abilities threatened to overwhelm her.

But Marigold wasn’t just a medium. She wasn’t just a source.

She was Emma’s.

Her anchor when the veil between worlds blurred too thin. Her friend when things turned dark. Her calm in the storm.

Emma blinked hard. The world outside the windshield fractured under the wet shimmer of oncoming lights.

She hadn’t had time to process—hadn’t let herself. The moment she saw the hand, she’d called Jacinda, rattled off Marigold’s address, and told her to get MPD moving. Now all she could do was get there first.

Before the yellow tape.

Before the confirmation.

Before the worst became real.

She tried calling Marigold again. Zero response.

Emma took the last corner in the suburban neighborhood on two wheels and screeched to a stop in front of Marigold’s home. Two FBI-issue SUVs rounded the opposite corner.

She hopped out as SSA Jacinda Hollingsworth—as well as her fellow special agents, Mia Logan, Leo Ambrose, and Vance Jessup—pulled up in front of her.

Bookended by dogwood trees, Marigold’s house was a quaint and well-maintained townhome on a charming block in a safe neighborhood. Nobody passing on the sidewalk could’ve ever guessed it served as the home to a psychic who made her living by dealing with the supernatural. Or that that same sweet woman might’ve been in there bleeding out.

Or possibly murdered.

Though she was desperate to get inside, Emma paused after climbing out of her Prius, waiting on the others. She remembered coming here for the very first time, one desperate night when she hadn’t known where else to turn for help with the Other. She’d been lucky, then, that Marigold was the real thing. The woman had helped her more than she’d imagined possible back then.

“Emma.” Mia met up with her, dark eyes a vivid contrast to her pale complexion. “No one’s called 911 from this address. We checked on the way. I’m sorry.”

“No answer from Marigold.” Emma rolled her neck where the muscles had grown tight as steel. “I’ve tried her tons of times.”

“Looks like a schoolteacher’s house.” Vance nodded to the curtains on the above-ground basement windows as they stalked toward the door.

He was right. Emma noticed for the first time that they were decorated with little images of sunsets and clouds. Why hadn’t she caught those details before?

“She have kids?”

Emma’s throat closed up as shame hit her like a brick. For the past four months, their conversations had revolved around the Other and Emma.

Me. Me. Me.

“I…dunno. An adult daughter somewhere, I think. But Marigold definitely lives alone.” She was sticking with the present tense until she knew for certain.

“Are you sure it was your friend’s hand? How can you be positive?” Vance was thinking like an FBI agent, and she reminded herself not to snap at him in irritation.

Emma pulled a much-loved apatite stone from her pocket. “This was a gift from Marigold. She wears a ring with the same stone on the middle finger of her right hand. The ring was there. Still on it.”

Vance nodded, not forcing the issue further.

Emma and Leo stepped onto the front porch while Vance, Jacinda, and Mia took the rear entrance. The front door was closed, and Emma was ready to take a battering ram to it if need be. Leo had grabbed one from the vehicle.

“Let’s go, let’s go.” She was two seconds from breaking the door down with her bare hands.

“Emma, let me.” Leo held up a calming hand and tried the knob. It was unlocked.

Not good. Not good. Not good.

Marigold never left her door unlocked. The tiny motion was enough to make Emma’s breath hitch. She braced herself for the worst.

Leo opened the door, unholstered his weapon, and stepped inside. “Front breached.” He kept his voice low as he spoke into his mic.

There was an echo—Leo’s voice in real life and his voice in Emma’s ear. The effect was disorienting.

“Copy. Rear breached. Don’t shoot us.” Vance’s response didn’t make Emma smile.

She swallowed emotion. She’d become so used to Marigold’s peaceful presence greeting her. Not this…silence.

With a quick glance at Leo, she moved inside just as a gasp from Mia broke the still air and warned Emma of what she was about to see.

Leo stopped abruptly in the front doorway, and Emma bumped into his back. The living room was lit by a dim lamp—Marigold had never liked bright light. Emma looked around Leo’s shoulder…and immediately wished she hadn’t.

A table had been knocked on its side in the living room, and a wide spray of blood arced over the couch and across the wall. Small pools of crimson congealed around the floor, and Emma cringed at the smell.

And worse, so much worse than she’d imagined, Marigold’s body was…everywhere.

A whimper escaped Emma’s throat. She lowered her weapon and locked her knees so she wouldn’t sink to the floor.

A leg and forearm leaked pools of blood on Marigold’s couch. A headless, armless torso—naked and soaked in red—was propped up in a corner, the gristle of muscle bleeding from each opening and the spine sticking up an inch from the severed neck.

A hand, her left hand, had been balanced on the top of her flat screen, bloody fingerprints showing where the fingers had been pressed downward to grip the top of the screen.

One foot perched, as if jokingly, on top of one of Marigold’s canvas slip-ons where she’d left them by her couch. Another sat at the opening of the hall that led to her bathroom and bedroom, and drips and pools of blood beyond suggested where Emma would find the rest of her friend and mentor’s body.

Emma’s knees buckled, and she grabbed the doorframe to steady herself. The smell of copper and something else—fear, perhaps—hung heavy in the air, making her stomach lurch. The violence before her was personal, theatrical, meant to send a message without words.

It sure did.

For a moment, the whole team stood in silence. With a shake of her head, Jacinda started giving orders behind Vance and Mia. “Jessup, Logan. Clear the rest of the house. Last, Ambrose. Don’t you move. I mean it.”

Vance and Mia obeyed without another word.

Part of Emma resented being told to stay still. Every fiber in her body was on alert. Tiny hairs on her forearms stood up. The other part of her knew Jacinda had made the right call. She didn’t entirely trust herself to move. Leo put a steadying hand on her elbow. She noted he was shaking too.

“Clear.” Mia’s voice was calm from somewhere upstairs.

“Clear,” Vance echoed.

The pair returned and stood at the edge of the living room with Emma and Leo. Everyone holstered their weapons.

“It would take time to do this.” Mia scanned the carpet. “And strength. And…organization.”

“This is…” Leo faltered, running a hand down his face. “It looks chaotic, but this is methodical. Professional.”

“More than one person,” Vance agreed, his voice tight. “Has to be. The level of dismemberment, the staging…one person couldn’t control the victim and do all this.”

Though Emma gagged at the word dismemberment, her training kicked in, momentarily overriding her grief. “Two minimum. Maybe three. One to subdue, one to…work. Maybe another keeping watch.”

While the living room was a site of devastation, Emma followed Mia into the reading room, where Marigold spoke with clients.

This was where the real struggle had happened. The evidence was unmistakable.

The table lay upended, knocked against the wall with one corner having broken the window. A large pool of blood took up the whole center of the room, soaking into the wooden flooring.

And there, in the middle, was her friend’s head. Marigold’s long hair was soaked in blood, and her eyes were as dead and cold as the Other.

Axe marks had created massive gouges in the hardwood, where additional blood pooled. Even a few of Marigold’s precious stones—which had rested in the bowl from which she’d chosen the smooth apatite for Emma—had found their way into a few of the crevices.

Around the room, Marigold’s collection of crystals and tarot cards lay scattered, many coated in blood. The antique Victorian chair where she’d conducted readings was overturned, one leg splintered.

On a shelf, untouched amid the chaos, stood a framed picture of Marigold and Emma from just two months ago—a rare moment when Emma had allowed herself to be photographed, smiling hesitantly beside Marigold’s beaming face.

Emma’s vision blurred as she stared at the photo, then back at her friend’s severed head. The contrast was too much. She turned away, pressing a fist to her mouth to stifle a sob threatening to escape. She couldn’t break.

Not here. Not now.

Emma reached into her pocket to find the stone Marigold had given her, rubbing it between her fingers. She pulled in a deep breath, wondering if Mia could see the tremor pulsing through her nerves.

Marigold had been killed in this reading room, without any doubt. Chopped up right there before they moved the rest of her body parts into the living room like a deranged Easter egg hunt.

All body parts except one.
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Sirens announced the arrival of the Metro Transit Police Department and emergency response teams. As they pulled over against the curb, Emma followed the others back to the vehicles to suit up.

On the lawn, Jacinda spoke with one of the techs from the Evidence Response Team. “You can do your thing, Steve. We haven’t touched anything. One of the body parts, her right hand, is not at this location. Just so you know when you start collecting them.”

“Thanks, SSA Hollingsworth.” The young tech nodded and got to work.

Marigold’s charming, cozy home had been destroyed. A slaughterhouse, no longer the island of calm that Emma had become so accustomed to over the past few months. She needed air.

Stepping away from the others, she took a few seconds for herself, breathing deep. Imagining Oren speaking to her from the Other again, telling her to keep calm.

When her legs were steady, she circled the house, searching for evidence or any sign of security cameras. Marigold had never seemed like the type to have home security—it might’ve even looked odd for a psychic to use such technology, Emma supposed—but she still had to check.

Finding nothing, she went back around and stood in the front yard, gazing up at the sweet but mostly plain home. If not for the police cars and tech van and crime scene tape, nobody would’ve guessed what lay inside.

Neighbors were congregating. As Emma watched, the MPD started herding people back toward their homes. They would canvass the area and see if any of the neighbors had heard or seen anything. Check for cameras. Emma wondered if Marigold had screamed. Had it been quick?

There was no way of knowing until the autopsy. Emma tried not to sink into dark thoughts about her friend being cut apart while still alive, but the thoughts came anyway. Whoever had done this clearly wanted Emma to know her friend suffered.

Well, if the killer or killers had wanted to hurt Emma, they’d scored a direct hit.

She blinked away tears, telling herself to focus. The last two cases had targeted her specifically. Now it appeared a third case might be tied to her as well. She needed to stop whoever was behind this.

Before she could dwell too long on her suspicions, Jacinda stepped over to her. “Emma. Are you⁠—”

A shriek blasted from the SSA’s mobile, making Emma jump. Jacinda apologized. “Sorry. I keep it full volume so I don’t miss a call in the middle of the night…” She put the device to her ear. “Hollingsworth.”

Emma, in an effort to remain professional, pulled on gloves over her Tyvek sleeves. She steeled herself to go back in and guide the evidence collection.

Just do your job.

However, Jacinda’s expression stopped her.

It was rare for Jacinda Hollingsworth to show anything except steady professionalism. She kept her team in line by staying calm, cool, and collected. At the moment, however, all the blood seemed to have drained out of her face, and her mouth hung slightly agape. When she spotted Emma watching her, her professional demeanor returned.

“Can you hold on for a second? I want my team to hear what you just told me.” Jacinda placed her hand over her phone and called for all four of them to join her.

Seeming to sense her urgency, the other three paused their various tasks and clustered around Jacinda alongside Emma.

Jacinda put the phone on speaker. “Team, this is Detective Martin with the MPD. All right, Martin, repeat what you told me.”

A man’s voice, gravelly and low, came on the line. “You bet. Two hours ago, I was called to the scene of an apparent homicide. The victim is Craig Bennington, a special agent with the FBI working with the Joint Terrorism Task Force. Upon arrival, we discovered Special Agent Bennington dismembered.”

An icy chill sank into Emma’s gut. “Dismembered?”

“It’s one of the worst crime scenes I’ve ever seen. Because he’s a federal employee, I contacted the Bureau. They connected me to you.”

“By one of the worst crime scenes…” Emma allowed her voice to trail off.

“Body parts everywhere. Blood everywhere. Looks like a wild animal just tore this guy apart. Sorry…I know he’s a colleague.” Detective Martin gave them the address.

After assuring the detective they were on their way, Jacinda waved Leo and Vance to one of the Bureau vehicles as she spoke to Emma. “I’ll stay here and finish dealing with this crime scene, but the rest of you need to go. The MPD and I can handle it. I’d rather you look at a less personal scene. Texting the details now.”

Emma’s gut twisted with anxiety, and she gave Marigold’s house one more look before following Mia off to one of the SUVs, leaving her Prius behind. She’d get it later.

“One of my best friends and now an FBI agent? After everything we’ve dealt with in the last several cases?” Emma tightened her seat belt, trying to make her brain slow down and better process everything that had unfolded over the last couple hours.

“Don’t go there.” Mia looked grim.

“This can’t keep happening.”

Mia entered the new address into the GPS. “I know. It’s the last thing we or this city need.”

“This morning, Jacinda was filling us in on plans for a memorial parade to honor everyone who’s fallen in the line of duty over the last couple weeks.” Emma put a hand to her chest, willing her heart rate to slow.

Mia laid a reassuring palm on Emma’s knee. “We’ll get this figured out.”

Emma nodded, taking deep breaths as Mia started the SUV and pulled away from the curb.

She wondered if there would ever be a day when she wasn’t confronted with blood-covered crime scenes…

…because of me.


4




Leo pulled to a slow stop at a light and glanced at Vance. His partner seemed to be seething with some deep-seated emotion, but he and Mia had been more than civil to each other that afternoon. In the face of the carnage at Emma’s and then Marigold’s home, they’d almost seemed like their old selves—not romantic, perhaps, but no longer cold.

The light turned green, and he carefully pulled forward, focusing on the road. “You good, man? Or…?”

It took Vance nearly a full minute to answer. “I’m probably better than Emma is, I guess.”

He’d spoken so quietly, it took a bit to process the words. But when Vance scrubbed a hand down his face, Leo realized his friend hadn’t been angry and seething but shaken up by all they’d just witnessed. “I know what you mean. I’ve never seen anything quite like that.”

“Me neither.” Vance crossed and uncrossed his legs at the ankles, shifting in his seat. “Her friend torn apart like that…a severed hand left as a calling card on her doorstep…”

Leo wished he had something meaningful to say about the situation. “All we can do is try to support her however we can and catch the people behind this.”

“Right.” Vance continued to fidget, almost like he was uncomfortable in his own skin. “Right. Fuck. Right. So that’s what we do.”

Focused on the road, Leo allowed himself and his partner to retreat into silence. They had plenty to think about. But at least in terms of relations between Vance and Emma, maybe he could consider this a sign of progress. Despite the grisly nature of what they’d just witnessed…Vance’s reaction right now seemed pretty healthy. The reaction of a thoughtful, supportive teammate.

Leo would have to be satisfied with that.

On the suburban street, he pulled up behind a row of black-and-whites laying claim to their newest crime scene. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Vance climbed out of the cab first, and Leo followed him up the driveway of Special Agent Craig Bennington’s home, where a uniformed officer blocked their path.

“The front foyer is still being processed. Better go around back.”

Beyond her, a tech dusted the doorknob and porch rails while a couple more Tyvek-suited ERTs knelt in the foyer. A red marker flag had been affixed at chest height to the siding near the doorframe, blocking off access.

Squinting, Leo just made out a chip in the paint of the doorframe. Maybe from a knife or crowbar, or maybe from a bullet passing by. Something had nicked the paint, one way or another, but he’d have to get closer or go inside to find out what. For now, none of the cops on the porch acknowledged him, so he and Vance moved back toward the driveway.

Around back, they followed the sound of voices up the staircase of a wooden deck and into a back door. A stack of Tyvek suits, gloves, and booties awaited them. They suited up and entered.

A white kitchen spread around them, clean and welcoming. Woven placemats littered an expansive island, a row of sippy cups lined up down the middle of them. Children’s artwork and an honor roll certificate hung on the fridge, and although the scent of blood tainted the scene, fresh fruit on the counter and table perfumed the air. It all made Leo’s heart hurt.

The low buzz of cops and techs pulled him forward through the kitchen, where he stopped in the doorway to the living room.

There, techs crouched just inside the front door. A lower leg, blood-soaked and cut off below the knee, had been placed lengthwise across a pricey piano bench. The other lower leg of the victim leaned up against the front window as if waiting for someone to come up the drive and wave hello to it.

“Fucking psychos.” Vance took a heavy step back, and Leo followed his gaze up…toward the ceiling.

Their unsubs—Leo figured it had to be more than one person—had taken the man’s arms and strung them up from the chandelier. No hands and shoulders. Just arms cut roughly off at each end, one of which boasted a tattoo of an Irish flag and what looked like a family crest.

Below the new trappings, blood sprinkled all over the coffee table and carpet as if there’d been a light rain shower inside. A red one.

Leo turned to the fireplace, where the agent’s head had been carefully placed inside among logs and kindling. Special Agent Craig Bennington regarded his own living room from about knee height through cold, half-lidded eyes, as if he found the new decor wanting.

But Leo swallowed the bile rising up his throat as he looked up to see the clearest connection between the crime scenes of all. A message. With a reference to Emma.

At Last, blood for blood.

The statement was written in red marker on the wall above the mantel. Their killer had brought a gun, a machete, and a Sharpie? Leo almost found that more disturbing than if the message had been written in blood.

A tech stood from where he’d crouched at the door. The naked torso of their victim lay prone behind him on the stone tile, resting against the front entrance. “Seriously sick. Rest of the guy’s upstairs.”

Leo’s phone pinged, and he glanced down. “Mia and Emma will be here soon. Had to stop for gas.”

“I’m sure the crime scene will wait for them.” Vance wrinkled his nose at the disembodied head in the fireplace and waved over an ERT. The mustached tech rose without a second look at Bennington’s frozen face, apparently glad for a distraction. He stepped carefully around the blood-speckled carpet as he approached, and Vance flashed his ID just as Leo did. “What can you tell us?”

After introducing himself as Brian, the tech studied the head as he spoke, his voice coming out with a smoker’s rasp. “This is Special Agent Craig Bennington you’re meeting, under these most unfortunate circumstances. His wife found him after returning from a vacation with their kids.”

Oh, no.

“What about the kids? They see it too?” The line of sippy cups and the family portraits scattered around made Leo wonder what had happened to them. He didn’t want to go upstairs and find an even more horrific scene.

“No, thank goodness. Small mercies, I reckon.”

“I’ll need to speak with the wife.”

Brian shook his head. “April Bennington is at the hospital now. Shock. Managed to secure her children back into their vehicle and call 911 before completely falling apart. Kids are currently with a neighbor.”

Vance gestured around at the body. “Neighbors hear anything? This would’ve caused some noise.”

A cop who’d been lingering on the fringe of the discussion shrugged. “No one called it in, and no one’s come forward.”

Brian crouched near the torso. “Guy’s got a bullet to the back that came through his clothes, including his jacket, before they stripped him. Clothing fibers are visible in the wound, and another tech found his discarded clothes in the kitchen. Already bagged. Your killer certainly took his time, but I guess he didn’t worry about being interrupted.”

Leo glanced at the headless torso again. He’d have to trust the tech that they’d found fibers, since all he saw at the moment was blood. Everywhere.

“Any guesses on time of death?”

Brian also shrugged. “If I had to take a guess, I’d say at least fifteen to eighteen hours, but the medical examiner should be here soon. He’ll know more.”

It was worth asking.

Leo’s gaze went back to the head in the fireplace. “Damn.”

“Right.” The tech rubbed a hand along the back of his neck. Leo imagined the guy wanted to get some fresh air. “Once the foyer’s clear, we’ll take the doorframe and Ring camera, which caught another bullet. Our people haven’t found signs of a break-in, and Bennington’s SUV is in the driveway. No signs of a struggle there or here.”

Vance raised an eyebrow. “Aside from the chopped-up body.”

“Well…yeah.” Brian went red. “But I don’t think he was alive to fight. But again, you’ll have to ask the M.E.”

Leo pointed to all the smeared blood snaking to and from the front door in an actual S pattern. “He could’ve been shot as he was closing his door.”

“And then he moved up against it in an attempt to stop the shooter from entering.” Vance studied the stain alongside Leo.

A quick intake of breath sounded behind Leo. He turned and found Mia and Emma, who stood at the entrance to the living room.

Mia’s gaze remained stuck at the leg perched against the window. Leo approached as she shook her head. “I thought that’s what I saw. I also thought I’d started imagining things because of what we’d seen at Marigold’s.”

“No such luck.”

Emma slipped past Leo and came to a slow stop in front of the fireplace, where their killer had left the haunting message. Her expression tightened, and her bottom lip caught between her teeth. If she’d been someone else, Leo might’ve hugged her or expected her to fall to pieces. Instead, he just stepped in beside her and waited.

“Our killer’s been busy, huh?” Her thoughts echoed his own, but there was something else in her tone. Guilt flashed in her eyes as she turned to him, swiping some sweaty strands of hair from her forehead.

“Yep.” Leo nodded to the cop who’d greeted them, now helping a tech balance a ladder beneath the chandelier so they could bag the arms. “Special Agent Craig Bennington was killed about fifteen to eighteen hours ago, if Brian is correct, though we’ll need to wait for the M.E. for confirmation. We hear the rest of the victim’s upstairs, but we haven’t made it that far yet.”

Emma nodded in one fast, hard gesture before turning on a dime toward the stairs. “Let’s do it, then.”

She passed by Mia, who lifted her chin and followed.

The horror and guilt Leo had seen in Emma’s expression glowed like an afterimage in his retinas. He began trudging up the stairs to explore the rest of the carnage.

Vance followed, each of them carefully ignoring the drip-drops of blood decorating the carpet.

Leo could only hope they’d put an end to all this murder soon, whatever it took. Emma was strong, no question. Stronger than most. But bodies turning up like this—one of them a friend—all connected to her…

That kind of weight could break anyone.

Even someone he’d once believed unbreakable.

At least, until today.
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A fresh wave of guilt swept through Emma as she stopped in the doorway of the main bedroom, lovingly decorated with family pictures on every wall. Most of them now ruined.

Their killer had swept their victim’s disembodied hand across the various photos, apparently after having dipped it in blood. Sanguine trails of red adorned picture after picture, obscuring the smiles on a large wedding portrait, a little girl’s beaming face as she held up a finger-painted masterpiece, a toddler mid-giggle in a high chair smeared with cake, and an elderly couple on some tropical vacation. The aforementioned parents of April Bennington, no doubt, based on the resemblance.

Blood also tracked up the white window frames. The hand used as a macabre paintbrush had been left on an otherwise neat white pillow on the bed. A wedding ring gleamed silver in the natural light of the window.

“Who the hell is our FBI guy?” Emma moved over toward the bed, staring down at the hand and the ring. “And why did he have to die too?”

Mia peeked into the en suite bathroom. “We’ve got another hand and upper leg here. You…didn’t know him?”

“No, not that I recall.” Emma tore her gaze away from the hand to examine what Mia had found. “If I met him at the Bureau, I think I’d remember.”

She circled back to the wedding portrait of the Benningtons. Despite the smears of blood, Craig Bennington’s happy smile gleamed in the late-afternoon sunlight where he and his wife stood just outside an ornate centuries-old church. For just a moment, Emma couldn’t help picturing the head downstairs in the fireplace in comparison.

Don’t think about it. Just focus on the case.

Still, Emma moved to a photo on a dresser—a vacation on a beach. Everyone looked happy, and she could almost pretend the blood marring the picture was fingerpaint from an enterprising toddler.

But they wouldn’t be happy like that anymore. Not any more than they’d be complete, thanks to the killer.

It’s because of me. They’d all be having a lovely Saturday if not for me.

Mia came up beside her and studied the photo. “Ready to go downstairs?”

Forcing herself to nod, Emma led the way back to the hall, passing by Vance and Leo as they came out of a child’s room where she glimpsed their victim’s other hand. This one settled in the crook of a large teddy bear’s arm. She didn’t stop.

Didn’t need to see any more.

The guilt wouldn’t help either. She knew that deep inside. She had a job to focus on, and feelings wouldn’t serve her. Only objectivity could get them through this case and put her sister—or alleged sister, since there was still no proof Emma was related to this maniac—and her accomplices, whoever the sick fucks were, behind bars.

Focus was key. The only thing they could use to stop this from happening to anyone else.

“We need a motive.” Mia spoke quietly, walking at Emma’s shoulder.

Emma racked her mind, trying to make sense of the two scenes. “Well, we can see the cases are connected. Even if it wasn’t my friend and even if there wasn’t a message to me, the modus operandi is so similar, we’d be foolish to dismiss it. But, as it is, my friend was killed and there is a message to me. It’s got to be her again.”

My supposed sibling from hell.

“It’s like the aftermath of the worst family Thanksgiving ever.” Mia curled her lip as they reached the bottom of the stairs. Emma snorted despite the horror.

Bennington’s naked torso remained near the front door, though it had been moved from its prior position and placed at the center of an open body bag.

Mia waved Leo and Vance closer. “This crime scene seems fundamentally different from our previous cases. First, she hires a lone guy to kidnap you.” She nodded at Vance. “Then she arranges an all-out shoot-out with fake agents. And now…dismemberment? If this,” she gestured to the bloodstained rooms, “is all from your sister⁠—”

“Alleged sister,” Emma reminded her, though she was losing faith that she wasn’t a blood relative to the person who could create this nightmare.

Mia adjusted her glove. “Right, your alleged sister.” She glanced around the room. “Something’s changed. She’s…”

“Escalating.” Emma said the word Mia was clearly avoiding.

Leo frowned at the body bag. “Agreed.”

An ERT tech edged the front door inward and slipped inside the house. He glanced down at the body bag with the torso before looking around the living room and addressing his colleagues. “You guys can’t hurry this up a little? Let’s get this guy to the morgue already.”

The tech they’d seen on a ladder shrugged. “Sorry. We gotta bag each limb separately before adding it into the mix so we know where any trace evidence came from, everything’s so spread out. Give us a few minutes.”

Over at Marigold’s, the techs had been doing the very same thing. Despite the ERT wanting to hurry things up, Emma would be surprised if they weren’t working this scene for the next couple days.

She checked her phone in case a text from Jacinda had come in. Something new about the case. A clue.

Nothing.

Emma moved in toward the man who’d just entered. She flashed her badge, and he squinted gray eyes as he read. “Special Agent Emma Last. Mind if I ask you some questions about what you’ve found so far?”

“Ask away, and I’ll tell you what I can.”

Stepping around the body bag so she could speak to him without Craig’s torso so close, Emma nodded toward the front door. “Any bullet holes in the house’s facade? Can we tell if he got killed outside before being brought in?”

“Based on the fact that all the blood is inside and there’s no smearing or signs of dragging on the porch or the lawn…” The tech pointed out the front door. “My bet, since the car’s in the driveway, parked and locked without any apparent issue, and everything else seems clear, I think he made his way inside.”

“What about security camera footage?”

He nodded. “We’ve got Ring footage that will hopefully give us more timeline information. We did find some splintering of the doorframe…” He frowned. “Well, here, see for yourself.”

At his gesture, Emma studied the angle of the splintering, attempting to recreate the sequence of events in her mind. “Based on this, it looks like he may have been closing the door just as the bullet came through, meaning his killer was still outside.”

Their tech shrugged. “Whoever shot this, I don’t think they waited until they were both inside to kill him.”

Leo stepped in. “Did you find the bullet that killed him?”

“I can’t say it was his cause of death. But there is a bullet in the victim’s chest that entered from his back, yes.”

Emma bit back a sigh. There’d been no sign that Marigold had been shot. They had to wait for the autopsy, but she found herself hoping her friend had been killed by a merciful bullet. The alternative was too painful to contemplate.

“Can we get a peek at the camera footage?”

“Sure, yeah, but it just shows the guy coming inside. Give me a second.” He pulled an iPad out of a pouch and entered his access code. Turning the device so the entire team could see, he displayed a screen that showed a frozen shot of Craig Bennington approaching his front door.

Run! Duck. Get inside faster!

Emma wished with all her heart that she could save this husband and father from what was going to happen in the next few minutes.

The tech tapped the Play button, and the footage rolled. Even with the camera’s night vision, everything had that eerie, high-contrast look—details visible but just off enough to make it unsettling.

Craig Bennington stepped into frame from the driveway, pausing at the base of the porch. Even in the low light, Emma caught the weariness in his face, the way his shoulders drooped under the weight of a long week. He gave a little wave to the camera before leaning in, grinning faintly, and blowing a kiss.

Emma’s chest tightened. His wife would’ve seen that. Would’ve gotten the notification and smiled, maybe even sent a flirty reply, never knowing it would be the last.

Craig hesitated a second longer, then laughed to himself, as if reconsidering something. Whatever joke he’d been about to make, he’d thought better of it. He stepped onto the porch, reached for the keypad, and typed in the code with fumbling fingers. Tension had crept back in. His posture wasn’t quite right—his body curled inward, guarded, like he sensed something was wrong but hadn’t admitted it yet.

“He looks nervous,” Leo muttered beside Emma. “You see that?”

She sure did. “He knew. Maybe not consciously, but…yeah. He felt it.”

On the footage, Craig opened the door and stepped inside, vanishing out of view.

A roar came through the speakers.

Emma leaned closer. “What’s that?”

The tech tapped the Pause button. “A plane. Bet that’s why the neighbors didn’t hear the shots.” He tapped the Play button again.

A few seconds passed, then…

Pop.

The sound of the first shot cracked across the audio feed. Not deafening, but clear. A beat later, the camera jumped. Static filled the screen.

“Wait…go back. Just before the shot.” Emma leaned in, rewinding a few seconds before the tech could follow her order. “Look at the edge of the screen, left side. Do you see that?”

The tech slowed the footage. A second or two before the first shot, headlights swept across the sidewalk, catching the glint of a windshield. Just a sliver of a vehicle passing the tree line. It disappeared behind Craig’s SUV, too fast and too angled to make out details.

The footage stuttered once more, then died.

“There’s another bullet in the door cam,” the tech said, tapping the now-frozen screen. “Second round hit it dead center. Knocked it out. Digging it out’s on the to-do list, so you should have two bullets by end of day. Guy must’ve destroyed the camera before stepping inside to…finish what he started.”

Emma said nothing. Her focus stayed locked on that brief glimpse of headlights and windshield, because whoever had done this hadn’t just killed Craig.

They’d wanted an audience.

Emma glanced down at the victim’s head, which had been bagged and given back to its body. Truly, she didn’t recognize the agent. She’d look him up on the way back to HQ.

Marigold had obviously been a personal kill. But based on the message written in blood on the wall, this also seemed personal.

Why? She simply didn’t know.

Mia caught her eye, one eyebrow raised, and Emma shrugged. “I still don’t recognize him.”

Leo pointed to a snapshot photo clipped to the man’s keys, a personalized keychain that read, Craig and April Forever. “We need to talk to his wife and his SSA at the Bureau. Let’s start at the hospital.”

Emma took a deep breath of the coppery air, grounding herself in the scene. She’d get this man justice, whatever it took. “I’ll go with you. Mia and Vance…” She looked at the two of them. “You okay supervising here?”

Vance offered a small smile, more open than any he’d given her recently. “You don’t need to be here. We’ve got it.”

Emma held his gaze for a second, stunned by his show of perception, but it was Mia’s sympathetic smile that put her into motion.

Leo handed Vance the keys to their vehicle, and he and Emma headed out.

Apparently, the gore of the day had put their team fully back together.

I’d take the bickering and discontent over the blood, though. Any day of the week.

Emma led the way back into the pristine kitchen with fresh fruit and a pizza tray hanging over the oven. The sooner they got out of here, the sooner this family—and her own family of agents—would find some peace.
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Emma slipped into the driver’s seat, still thinking about Craig Bennington’s gleeful expression on his wedding day compared to his dead-eyed stare now. They’d made it halfway to the hospital before she shook off that stare and tore herself back to the quiet of the car.

She had to focus during the conversation with April Bennington. Considering the woman needed to be hospitalized, Emma didn’t like their odds of getting solid information out of her. But they had to try.

Leo sat ramrod straight in the passenger’s seat. His lips had thinned to the barest of lines, and his hair was messier than usual…a sure sign that he’d run his hand through it a few too many times and the straightening effort had garnered the opposite effect.

Looking to say something, Emma girl, but not wanting to interrupt your thoughts.

“Spit it out, Leo.”

His eyes met hers for the barest of moments before she refocused on the road. “I saw your face in there, when you saw his head in the fireplace.”

“I was horrified, just like anyone would be.” The words had come out easily, but she heard the woodenness in them. The flat tone signaling she hadn’t offered up the whole truth. “But I don’t know him. I’m okay.”

Leo shook his head and had to brush his curls out of his eyes again. “Uh-uh, Emma. What I saw was guilt. And you need to know this isn’t your fault. You do know that, right?”

A bubble of emotion clogged her throat for a moment, like gas in a blocked line. “I know that. Yeah, of course.”

Leo stayed silent for another block, until he answered her more quietly than she’d heard him speaking since…Denae. “I’m not sure that’s true. Not from the way you’ve been looking today. The pain I kept seeing pop up every time you glanced at Craig Bennington back there. That scene made for a tough day at the office, but the look on your face…”

“Guilt isn’t always rational.”

He flinched, and they both jerked in their seats as she touched the brake with a heavy foot, coming up too fast to a light that had turned yellow.

“I know…and you know I do. It’s been…hell, it’s been years since my grandfather died chasing my dog into the street. More than that since I lost my parents while they were on the way to my dumb school. Not to mention the fact that I couldn’t do anything to help Denae when she got shot. She nearly died on me. On us.” A dark chuckle left his throat as he shook his head.

Emma fought the urge to apologize to him.

“I’m sorry” is such an empty phrase.

She’d said it before, when he’d first opened up about his losses and the grief that haunted him. No need to repeat the empty words now when he was clearly trying to tell her something else.

“And sometimes the guilt nearly tramples me. Comes on so dang strong…so strong, it feels like there’s no tomorrow. You know what helps?”

Emma let out a slow breath as she rounded a corner. She hadn’t expected that question. “What?”

He thumped the dashboard with the palm of a hand. “This job.” He pointed to her, then to himself. “The team. Having purpose, having friends…having this family, this non-blood family that we’ve built. It all helps. Tells me I’m doing what I need to be doing. And if I’m working this hard to make the world make sense, to make it better, that means I’m doing a hell of a lot more than most people.”

Emma smiled sadly. “You’re one of the best agents I’ve ever worked with, but your philosophy gene might be broken. I don’t know what all that has to do with guilt. And Denae didn’t die. She’s okay. We all got through that case. There’s literally nothing to be guilty about there.”

“Yes, there is. She took a bullet. She was so close to dying⁠—”

“But you didn’t shoot the bullet. You gave CPR. You’re probably the reason she didn’t die.”

He flashed a grin, though his eyes remained sad. “See? The point is that guilt doesn’t make sense. You’re talking about the logic of all this. Logically, what your sister, or whoever this person is, does isn’t your fault. And that’s this job. We experience horrific things. When we don’t stop bad things from happening, we feel guilty. Especially when the team is affected. I know how much I care about this team and the job and how much you all care about me. Even Vance.”

Emma laughed outright. “Even Vance.”

Nodding, he pointed at her. “And that’s what my family would tell me. My papu would tell me to get my head out of my ass and focus on what’s here before me. He’d tell me guilt won’t get anything done. And my parents wouldn’t want me living in the past. Logically, I know that. Even if it’s hard to remember sometimes.” He laughed more softly.

A prickle of tears bothered Emma’s eyes, but she blinked them away. “You know me. I’ve…never gotten good at dealing with guilt. And it’s been pretty present lately.”

“It’s weighing you down.” Leo nodded as she took the off-ramp from the Beltway that would lead them to the hospital. “I can see it, probably only because I do know you so well. But you need to know there’s nobody in this world, except you, who’d blame you for any of this. Once you get that through your head, you’ll be okay. And I’m here to help however I can. Even if I need to bare my soul of all the guilt I’ve carried over the years until you tell me to shut up, I’m here.”

Emma searched for a response. Leo was right that guilt had been swirling in her stomach and shadowing her every thought since she’d found Marigold’s hand. Hell, even before that, going back to Salem. But he’d had years to work against the emotion. She’d barely had weeks. And whether he could see it or not…their situations simply weren’t the same. Hardly even comparable.

“Leo, you were a kid when your family died. We both know the survivor’s guilt you feel is just that.” Emma frowned at the words coming out of her mouth. They felt so hollow. “But that man back there? If not for me, he’d be hanging out with his kids right now. Making pizza or playing softball or whatever. Instead, his wife’s a mess and he’s in literal pieces.”

“You’re just dealing with a different brand of survivor’s guilt, like it or not. You didn’t kill Craig Bennington. And it isn’t your fault for being born, so don’t go there either.”

She took the turn into the hospital parking lot. “You know me too well.”

“Just well enough.”

Leo went quiet, apparently deciding he’d said enough, and she rested in the silence. “It isn’t your fault for being born.” As she parked near the emergency entrance, the comment circled her mind and somehow offered a touch of comfort, despite the fact that they were entering a hospital for the second time in a week.

Had she voiced that worry to anyone but Marigold? She couldn’t remember. But for Leo to say it…in a way that sounded true…she’d needed that.

Leo led the way up to the desk at the emergency room entrance, badge held open before him. The attendant jumped out of her seat even before Emma had gotten her ID out of her pocket. “I’ll take you back. That poor woman…”

At just after six on a Saturday, the ER seemed quieter than expected. Emma supposed things would get chaotic later, when nighttime and alcohol came into play. For now, the attendant took them on a straight shot back through the halls. Ahead of them, a nurse with endless curls piled atop her head stepped out of a room and immediately held up a hand.

“Maria, no! These agents can’t be back here. Not now.”

The attendant, Maria, skidded to a stop. “But I was told that Mrs. Bennington keeps talking about her husband and what happened and…”

The curly-haired nurse’s hard gaze shut up the poor woman, who did an about-face. She’d disappeared back toward the front desk before Emma could offer a word of thanks.

“I know you agents have jobs to do, God knows I do, but this is not the time.” The nurse’s expression softened. “Mrs. Bennington is nowhere near ready for visitors. She’s in shock.”

“Ma’am,” Emma offered a sympathetic smile, “we have an extremely dangerous killer out in the city, and right now, Mrs. Bennington is⁠—”

“Mrs. Bennington,” the nurse held up her hand, “should be sedated for her own good because what she needs is rest. Her own health is paramount right now.”

Emma opened her mouth to argue, but a weak voice sounded out from the room. “Nurse Terri? Is that the police?”

“Please, Terri.” Emma kept her voice low enough that the patient wouldn’t hear. “We both know Mrs. Bennington would want us to do anything we can to find the man who killed her husband. And if she can help, she’d want to help.”

Terri frowned, but she stepped to the side. “Five minutes. Then I’m coming back. And if you think I’m not fit enough to drag the two of you out by the scruffs of your necks, you’re welcome to try me. Agents or no.”

“Fair enough.”

After shooting them a warning glare, Terri disappeared past them.

April Bennington’s room smelled of rubbery tubing and freshly laundered bedding, and her blond hair frizzed in every direction, but her chestnut-brown eyes appeared clearer than Emma had expected them to.

Leo handed his ID over, and Emma did so next. “I’m Special Agent Leo Ambrose, and this is my partner, Special Agent Emma Last. We are so, so sorry for your loss.”

Smiling sadly, April studied their badges for another few seconds before looking up. Her eyes were wet, her face red from crying, but she nodded. “Thank you. Now…how can I help find the p-person who did this?”

Emma dropped into a chair by April’s bed and leaned forward. “Tell us about Craig. That’s the first thing.”

April bunched her hands in the sheets surrounding her as she started talking. “He’s a good dad. Takes Lily to soccer tots every weekend. It’s mostly her chasing butterflies, but he’s always cheering like it’s the World Cup.”

Talking about him in the present.

Emma shot a look at Leo, whose lips had tightened back into that tense expression she’d glimpsed in the SUV. Pain virtually dripped from his face. He’d noticed the present tense also. Even though she’d personally seen her husband’s remnants, the truth hadn’t yet become real.

“Our youngest, Craig Jr, or CJ, is obsessed with trucks and story time at the library. Craig always says we’ll get him to every sing-along, puppet show, and mud puddle he wants to stomp through, even if we have to clone ourselves. That’s what he told him, and CJ would laugh like he understood…” She made a sound that was half chuckle, half sob. “God. He meant it. He really meant it.”

“He sounds like an amazing dad.” Emma leaned forward, waiting until April met her eyes before continuing. “What about everything else? Do you all have a lot of family or social connections? Anyone we might want to talk to? I know he spent a lot of time at work…”

April shrugged. “He doesn’t spend as much time at work as I always thought law enforcement did. Sometimes, he works late, but he usually comes home in time for dinner. He might disappear into his office after the kids go to sleep…” She faltered, her lip quivering. “After they went to sleep? I mean, he would. He did. But…”

Leo stepped up to the other side of the bed, crouching to be more at eye level with her. “It’s okay, April. We know this is tough. Are you saying he mostly hung out with family?”

She nodded hard. “The friends we have are other parents, who we know because of the kids. We don’t really…I mean, I do, I have the girlfriends I do yoga with, and a mom’s group we schedule playtimes with…but Craig doesn’t hang out with them unless the kids are around. Once in a blue moon, he’ll hang out with the agents he works with, but that’s it. And his family…oh, no, his family.” She pressed her fingers to her lips. “I need to call them. They’re out west.”

Craig Bennington sounded like a family man who’d happened to be an agent. Not someone her sister—alleged sister—would’ve had reason to attack, or whose personal life would somehow have made him a target.

No, he was a regular guy who’d still have been alive if not for Emma. She couldn’t escape the message scrawled across the Benningtons’ wall.

At Last, blood for blood.

April squinted at her, frowning. “I know Craig’s an FBI agent, but…” She shrugged helplessly and clenched the sheets. One of her press-on nails popped off into the air and fell to the floor next to two others, but she didn’t seem to notice. “You wouldn’t know it from talking to him. He’s just a good dad.”

“Nothing special bothering him this week?” Leo asked. “Nothing out of the ordinary?”

April leaned back into the pillows in thought. “The kids and I stayed with my parents all week, at their house in Virginia. An early Memorial Day ‘weekend.’ We always spend the week down there in their pool.”

“Craig didn’t go with you?”

Tears reappeared in April’s eyes. “He was supposed to but had to cancel at the last minute. Something came up at work, and he needed to stay behind.”

Emma handed her a tissue. “Do you know where he was Friday evening through Saturday morning?”

She blew her nose. “Normally, Craig would spend his nights at home. Maybe order pizza and watch reality TV like a teenager when the kids and I were away. I always come home from these breaks to find popcorn in the couch cushions.”

She trailed off, and Emma finally asked, “But?”

April’s gaze came back to hers, and she blinked slowly. “But when I talked to him this week, at night, I didn’t hear the television. I think he stayed at the office, working late. So…if that’s true, something was bothering him. For him to be in the office every night…something was really bothering him.”

Her face crumpled, her hands twisting the hospital sheets into knots. Her legs kicked under the blanket as a raw, guttural wail tore from her throat.

Emma grabbed her hand, resisting the impulse to crawl into the bed and hold her like a sister.

“Something…something was bothering him all week…” April gasped between sobs. “And I don’t even know what! I don’t know what it was!”

Her body folded in on itself, another scream tearing loose—sharper, more feral, a sound that vibrated Emma’s bones.

Terri and two other nurses rushed in. One moved straight to April’s IV port with a syringe while the others tried to calm her. The cry that escaped her then—half rage, half heartbreak—was unlike anything Emma had ever heard.

Leo had gone pale, and they backed toward the door nearly as one.

Terri turned back to them with tears leaking from her eyes. “Go. Go now.”

Emma hurried into the hall, nearly stumbling as an elderly man and woman pushed between her and Leo. Vaguely, Emma recognized them from the picture she’d seen at the Benningtons’ home.

Leo nodded back toward the exit, and Emma swallowed down the emotion of the scene as she turned alongside him.

It was time to head back to the office. Time to see what Craig’s murder had to do with her, if anything. If it had something to do with his job. Time to see what he’d been so focused on all week, at the expense of binging on popcorn and inane TV shows.

Or joining the family he clearly loved so much.
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Back at the Bureau offices, Emma beelined into the breakroom, gathered up some water bottles in her arms, and strode into the conference room, ready to get to work.

Leo followed her in after he got the coffee maker going. Emma was sure there wasn’t enough coffee in the world to perk them up after the day they’d already had.

She set the waters on the table and sat down, untwisting a cap and taking a swig from one.

Leo grabbed a water, uncapped it, and sat next to her.

Emma swallowed, exhaled, and just sat there for a minute, pretending that the day had never happened.

Pretending Marigold’s hand wasn’t sitting outside her front door, if techs hadn’t already bagged it up by now.

Pretending she hadn’t seen the rest of Marigold’s body strewn all over the psychic’s sweet suburban home.

Pretending there wasn’t a message for her at another crime scene. At Last, blood for blood.

And she pretended she hadn’t just left the hospital, where she and Leo had attempted to question a woman overwrought with anguish.

A chaotic chuckle burst from her throat at all those thoughts converging, but she bit it down. This wasn’t the time. And if she started, she might never stop.

Leo leaned in. “You okay?”

She nodded, her focus on the table.

Vance and Mia filed into the conference room. Vance grabbed two waters, passing one to Mia as they sat down across from her and Leo.

Their complete turnaround was impressive, but Emma couldn’t bring herself to feel any relief over it.

Jacinda entered, all business on this Saturday evening as she faced the team. “The police have Florence’s and Bennington’s homes secured. The CSI teams are just wrapping up too.” She angled toward Emma. “Tell us everything you can about Marigold, then we’ll watch the CCTV footage from your complex.”

Vance looked at her. “Who was she to you?”

“A friend.” Emma swallowed hard. “I’d only met her recently, but she was…a friend. A psychic, doing what she could to help me understand what’s been happening because of my…my ability.”

Leo crinkled the water bottle between his hands. “Why would someone kill her?”

“To send a message.” Jacinda flipped some red hair behind her shoulder, grimacing in annoyance.

An image of the psychic giving her the apatite stone, currently in her pocket, flashed in Emma’s mind. “This never would’ve happened to Marigold if she wasn’t my friend. Never. Someone must’ve followed me the last time I visited her.”

Leo gripped Emma’s bicep. “You didn’t kill her.”

She held up a hand, forestalling all the protests about to come from her teammates. “I get it. I understand what you’re saying.”

“Tell us what else you know.” Jacinda nodded at her, bracing a tablet on one arm as she watched her like a mama bear would her cub.

Emma closed her eyes and went back over everything for the benefit of the team.

They already knew about the Other. So she told them how Marigold had guided her and served as a confidante before becoming a friend. She reminded them how Celeste Foss had claimed, in her last breaths, that Emma had a sister. And Emma reminded them of the pink bedroom in Celeste’s house, the room of a teenage girl.

Leo spoke after a beat. “Because of…your father?”

Emma shrugged. “That’s my assumption. Except I’ve searched Celeste’s records. And I’ve searched my father’s.” Her admittance came out reluctantly. There was only one way for this woman—this killer—to be related to her. “Celeste must’ve seduced my father, or maybe they just had an old-fashioned affair after my mother died. One that led to a daughter. By this point, that part doesn’t actually matter⁠—”

Mia squeezed her hand. “You don’t think he would’ve told you?”

“About an affair with another woman?” Emma shook her head, numbed to her emotions now. Her words sounded mechanical even to her own ear. “No. Whether it happened while Mom was alive or not, no, he wouldn’t have told me.”

You likely have a sister, Emma girl. Come to grips with it.

Jacinda tapped at her iPad while talking. “Given these crimes and the messages attached to them, we proceed on the suspicion that Emma has a sister who murdered Marigold Florence in order to get at Emma or hurt her, one way or⁠—”

“Yes.” Nodding, Emma forced herself to add, “And I suspect…my sister’s connected to our last two cases.”

Jacinda’s fingers stilled on her tablet. “We don’t even have solid proof this woman, your sister, exists yet.”

Emma flinched. She hated proceeding on any level of assumption, and Jacinda’s comment rang true, but still…

“We have a woman on camera kidnapping Vance,” Mia said calmly, counterpointing Jacinda.

“Emma, you think your sister’s the bitch who pistol-whipped me? The one who was bossing Barnaby around?”

“I think it’s a strong possibility.”

“She did look on the taller side. Thin and fit, if that’s anything to go by.” Vance was coming around to this idea.

Leo nodded along with him. “That woman was built just like you.”

“And if she started searching for a way to hurt me, outside the team and outside all law enforcement in the metro area…Marigold would be it.”

“Agent Colton fucking Wright was probably involved.” Vance all but blew steam out of his ears when he said Colton’s name. “He’s the guy we should be questioning.”

“With what went down at the Eighth, and not just the showdown, but with Norman Little trying to take down Agent Wright, our cop killer…” Mia shot Emma a compassionate glance. “Do you think your supposed sister is behind all this? Do you think Wright is working with her?”

“Do I think my supposed sister kidnapped Vance and hired Hank Barnaby? Yes. Do I think Little is working for her? Yes. These guys have Cloaks affiliations⁠—”

“And so does Colton fucking Wright.” Vance shifted in his seat. “So this sister of yours is raining down on the whole damn city. She’s after you and all law enforcement, it appears. And she’s got a team of lackeys she’s handpicked from the Cloaks, the organization Colton fucking Wright infiltrated when he was working as a double agent.”

“Which ties the supposed sister to Wright,” Jacinda chimed in.

“Which means…we need to go question the bastard. Now.” Vance’s neck flushed. He was as angry as Emma had seen him in almost a week.

“But I still don’t get her initial motivation for coming after you. Or her motivation for ordering a hit on Wright, if that’s what Little was doing when he shot him during the shoot-out at the Eighth.” Mia looked around, suggesting anybody could answer her questions.

Emma swallowed, meeting Vance’s gaze briefly before responding to Mia. “She’s losing it because I killed her mother. Or because of some vendetta that goes back so far…that people like us can’t fathom.”

Leo banged a fist on the table. “Like Wright spending his life planning revenge against the FBI for twenty-some years.”

Now-retired Agent Ron Knight had accidentally killed Colton’s mom while bringing down one of the FBI’s most-wanted serial killers, Crooked Carl Kinkade. No one could say that the ends justified the means—what happened was an accident—but Colton had harbored that grudge long enough to get a legitimate job within the very organization he meant to betray. That betrayal had come to a head just four days ago, after he’d joined their team.

“This woman, if she’s my sister, sounds like she might have the same sensibility, or lack thereof…as Colton. And it would explain the murders from the last two cases and Marigold’s from this current one.”

“That would give us an explanation for the secret communications. Those cryptic emails.” Leo took another sip of water. “They were taunting us. Threatening us.”

Talking about all this like a case was helping, somewhat, and Emma found that some of the bile in her throat had receded. “I don’t know who she is. And you know everything I do now, about Marigold and a potential sister.”

Jacinda set down her iPad. “Colton Wright’s whole life was devoted to one singular, unthinkable goal. And we’ll get to him in a bit.” She pointed to the screen. “But if we can find the person or people who left the severed hand at Emma’s door, that might give us a clearer motive. And help us track down our mastermind. We know where Colton Wright is. He’s at the hospital under the watch of two MPD officers. He’s not going anywhere.”

Emma squeezed her hands into fists, knowing what must come next. What Jacinda would have to do.

“Let’s see what we find out from the cameras.” Jacinda met Emma’s gaze. “I won’t take you off this case, for the moment. But if I see any Lone Ranger stuff like after Oren’s death, I’ll pull you so fast it’ll make your head spin. Tell me now.”

Emma raised three fingers in a mock Scout’s honor salute. “I’ll behave. Marigold was my friend, and her severed hand was left on my apartment doorstep. I have to do this. You can trust me.”
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“You can trust me.”

Emma’s own words echoed back at her, and for a flicker of a moment, she wasn’t sure if she believed them.

Jacinda had given her a chance, hadn’t pulled her from the case, despite everything. But Emma couldn’t ignore the tremor of doubt curling in her gut. Not in Jacinda. In herself.

Because when it was personal—when the victim had been a friend, a guide, someone who’d helped her make sense of a world that defied logic—objectivity didn’t come easy.

Grief blurred the lines. And Emma wasn’t sure if her instincts were razor-sharp…or fraying at the edges.

Jacinda narrowed her eyes at Emma, like she was trying to see past the promise and into the part that still wanted to disobey. “Good. You’re in. For now.” She refocused on the rest of the team. “We’ve got security footage from Emma’s apartment building.” CCTV footage appeared on the overhead at the press of a button. “Security Officer Clyde Barlow sent this over a little while ago. You know him?”

Emma nodded. Clyde had been the primary security officer at her complex ever since she’d moved there. Knowing what she did for a living, he’d called on her a few times for advice when they’d had break-ins in the complex and a domestic disturbance. He seemed to think of her as an undercover Girl Friday who stood by to help when needed. They could trust him. He was a decent man.

Antsy, Emma stood. “I left this morning just after seven. This is perfect.”

Jacinda pressed Play, and they didn’t have long to wait.

The time stamp stated 1502 hours. About three in the afternoon. Just before Emma had gotten home.

Marigold was already gone by then.

Dual cameras covered both the front and back doors of the apartment complex, and Jacinda expanded a window with a back door view when a person with a distinct male build entered carrying a backpack, a cap pulled low enough to shade his face. He glanced around, perhaps checking for bystanders, but didn’t seem too concerned about the cameras, assuming he noticed them.

Leo stood and approached Emma. “Think he knew Clyde had left his desk?”

“I don’t know.” Emma shook her head. “The cameras are pretty well blended in at corners in the lobby and back area. He probably didn’t even see them. Or think there was on-site security.”

When the man disappeared into the stairwell, the camera view shifted to her hallway. Within seconds, he hurried out from the stairwell door and on toward her apartment, the backpack carried from the top loop typically used to hang it on a hook.

That made sense to Emma. A person, no matter how sick in the head, wouldn’t enjoy the sensation of a human hand bouncing around in a backpack on their back, even if they were among the ones to chop it off.

He stopped at Emma’s door, looked in both directions, then knelt and opened the backpack. Carefully, he removed the severed hand. It looked fresh. Wet, almost like it still had some life in it. The man took his time setting it up, then sat back on his heels, as if admiring his work.

Was he laughing? Pleased with his arrangement? It appeared so.

Emma swallowed down a rush of hatred as he finally made his way down the hall and slipped back out the door.

The view jumped over to the parking garage after that, which showed their guy getting into the passenger seat of what looked like a dark-colored sedan. A Camry, maybe. There was a driver, though, another person involved in Marigold’s killing, and that was something.

Mia had gotten up, too, and she was leaning on the wall next to Emma, frowning. “So our killers took her down in her own home and made a point to bring evidence of that to you. Obviously knowing she’d be found, and that our team would be brought in as soon as you came home.”

Jacinda paused the video. “There’s nothing to suggest this unsub isn’t a man. And it’s not the two we have in custody, and the other one connected to all this is dead. Hank Barnaby.”

Vance nodded. “Go back to when he’s going into the stairwell, Jacinda.” She did, and he pointed to the crotch of the man as he turned sideways. “That’s a guy. Pants are too tight to pretend otherwise.”

“Why not drop off the hand herself?” Leo added.

Mia squinted at the far wall, like she was remembering something. “Maybe…I mean, I know we’ve been thinking the head of the snake is Emma’s alleged sister, but maybe this guy could be trying to frame this sister person instead? Maybe he’s gone rogue?”

“What it comes down to,” Leo spoke slowly, drumming his fingers against his leg, “is that we’ve got one man dressed suspiciously and carrying the severed hand of your friend Marigold. And someone driving a getaway car. All of us have made plenty of enemies just by doing our jobs.”

Vance rubbed his temples. “You think these guys could be connected to an old case, recent or otherwise, and looking for payback against Emma or the team as a whole?”

“Sure.” Leo shrugged. “Does anybody know how Agent Craig Bennington might be connected to our cases?”

“Crap.” Jacinda sat down at the head of the table and picked up her phone. She started scrolling. “He emailed us late last night. I knew his name sounded familiar. I didn’t even get a chance to open it, but here goes.” She did and read through the email quietly to herself.

Emma walked over and peered over Jacinda’s shoulder.

They hadn’t exactly had time to check email lately—not with everything spiraling the way it had over the past week.

A shoot-out at the Eighth Precinct had kicked it all off, with imposters posing as FBI agents. That alone would’ve been enough. But then came the arrest of Norman Little of the Cloaks, who’d promptly rolled over and pointed a bloody finger at Colton Wright.

Colton, their newest team member.

As they’d chased leads on Ron Knight—the name their cop killer had been using during his murders—a deep dive into the identity of the real retired Agent Ron Knight turned up another twist. Ron Knight was Colton Wright.

He’d used a gun stolen from the Salem armory to kill Officers Darby and Gorik.

After making that connection, Emma, Leo, and Vance had arrived at Our Savior’s Medical Center just in time to stop him from finishing what he’d started. Mia had come to check on Colton…and found herself being strangled instead.

Now Colton was cuffed to a hospital bed, sedated and under guard. The struggle had reopened the bullet wound in his thigh, and his blood pressure had crashed. It was the only reason he hadn’t been transferred to lockup yet.

Jacinda looked up from her phone. “He was working on an unconfirmed bombing over at Spriggs Street Garage and says he feels like that attack could be connected to our cop killings. Says the Cloaks were involved. Looks like an illegal deal went down in the garage right before an accidental explosion.

“The Cloaks are a real pain in my ass,” Leo muttered darkly.

“He says it could be possible the Cloaks are organizing something big.” She sighed. “He wanted to get together right away.”

“That doesn’t give us much to go on.” Vance slumped.

Mia nodded. “It really doesn’t. And we also need to figure out if anyone else has been killed like this recently, by having a body part chopped off. In D.C. or elsewhere. This might just be a seriously disturbed individual targeting the FBI at-large, or our team, and they only found Marigold by coincidence. Nothing to do with previous cases or your sister. In which case, it could just as easily have been someone else.”

A pit of nerves swirled in Emma’s stomach, and Mia shot her an apologetic glance. But it made no difference in the end. Emma’s friend remained dead.

And either way, I’m still going to get her justice.

Jacinda stood when the team had gone silent in thought for a few seconds, and she took them in one by one. “These are all good ideas that we need to pursue, but we’ll start with the evidence we’ve got so far.”

“You mean Colton fucking Wright?” Vance stood, ready to rumble.

“Last I checked, his blood pressure was a mess, Vance. He was still critical.”

“Well, check again.”

Jacinda gave him a hard look.

“Please, Jacinda. Can you, please, check again.”

Jacinda shot off a text.

He nodded a curt thanks.

Though Leo didn’t add to Vance’s plea, he tightened his fist on the tabletop. He had to have been just as angry as Vance.

Both guys had pushed hard that they thought Colton seemed suspicious, but they’d gotten voted down. Then he proved to be the killer of two cops—Greg Darby and Freddy Gorik. Using stolen guns from the Salem armory. Connecting him to Celeste Foss and to the Cloaks from his undercover work. It was hard to imagine he wasn’t in deep.

It wasn’t pretty.

Jacinda looked pointedly at Emma. “This still stands. You stay with another team member while we’re on this case, okay? No venturing off alone.”

“Worried I’ll go off half-cocked in pursuit of revenge?” She’d meant the question to sound like a joke, but too much seriousness weighed down her words.

Jacinda only shook her head. “More that these people mean business when it comes to hurting you. For everyone’s sake, and for the sake of the case and this whole team, stay close. I’m serious.” She narrowed her eyes on Emma, reminding her of all the times she’d gone off on her own and left the team running on her heels. From the SSA’s expression, Emma would be off the case in a hot second if she tried that this time.

Her phone buzzed, and Vance practically salivated. Jacinda checked it and looked up, eyeing each one of them. “Leo and Mia. Christie Natsu is upstairs, waiting on you. Bennington’s SSA.” She then inhaled and released it slowly. “Emma, Vance…Colton’s stable. He’s all yours.” She glanced at her watch. “Tomorrow. Visiting hours will be closed, so hit him up first thing in the morning.”

As Leo and Mia hurried from the room, Emma sank into her chair in disappointment. Jacinda was right. No way would they let them interrogate a patient this late. Still…

Too many people had already died, and Emma wouldn’t let bodies keep mounting. Not anymore.

This stops now.

“Emma?”

She peered up at Jacinda. “Huh?”

The SSA narrowed her eyes at her again. “Go home. Get some rest. You’ll be better able to tackle this case with some sleep.”

With the suggestion of rest, fatigue hit Emma like a pile of bricks. Jacinda was right, as usual.

Emma pushed to her feet and reached for her bag. “Okay. Good night.” Shit. Her car. “Vance, can you take me to my car? It’s…”

Outside Marigold’s house.

Her throat closed.

Jacinda raised a finger and began digging in her oversize bag. She pulled out some keys. “I had an officer bring it here.” She tossed them over. “Hope that was okay.”

Emotion burned through Emma’s sinuses like water through a broken dam. “That’s perfect. Thanks for doing that.”

Jacinda waved a hand at the door. “Now go, both of you. I’ll send Mia and Leo home as soon as they’re finished with Natsu.

Gripping her keys, Emma nodded. “Hope you can get some rest too.”

Jacinda snorted and waved a hand at the door again. “Go.”

With a little salute, she headed for the door, Vance on her heels.

Emma would follow her SSA’s orders…for now. But in the morning, they were getting answers from Colton Wright if they had to hang him upside down and shake them out of him.
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Leo glanced at his phone as they entered the Bureau elevator. He didn’t want Mia to see his disappointment that he wasn’t joining Vance to interrogate Colton tomorrow morning. He’d really wanted to sink his teeth into that guy, especially after being duped by him. But Bennington deserved justice, and finding it was just as—if not more—important.

“Third floor. Craig Bennington served on the Joint Terrorism Task Force under Supervisory Special Agent Christie Natsu. Jacinda’s message said she’d be waiting for us in her office, whatever time we got here.” Leo angled his phone.

Mia leaned sideways to view the details. “I remember her. Vance and I spoke to her once. She seemed like someone who’d be a good SSA. Reminded me of Jacinda.”

Outside the elevator, Leo faced a floor that looked to be the mirror image of the VCU. Guessing that SSA Natsu’s office would be located just where Jacinda’s sat on their own floor but on the opposite wall, he moved into the bullpen without hesitating and headed toward the doors on the left. Sure enough, the very door he’d have bet on was cracked open with a light on.

Mia knocked lightly.

SSA Natsu’s head jerked upward, her dark hair swinging away from her face as she did. Her eyes were ringed with red, and lines of stress creased her forehead.

“SSA Natsu? I’m Special Agent Mia Logan, and⁠—”

“Special Agent Leo Ambrose, yes, come in.” Natsu offered the most brittle smile Leo had ever seen as she gestured to the chairs in front of her desk. “I understand you just came from the hospital. How’s April…under the circumstances?”

Leo forced himself to not remember the poor woman’s breakdown. “She’s not good…but I guess she’s as well as could be expected for someone in her position.” He nodded to a file folder sitting on her desk, the agent’s name printed neatly along the tab. “I can see you’ve got Agent Bennington’s file there.”

She nodded, steeled her face, and met each of their gazes in turn. “Tell me what you need.”

Mia already had her tablet booted up on her lap. “We need to learn whatever we can about his role here.”

Natsu’s gaze narrowed, and she spoke slowly. “Craig had started working on something…odd. Well, he called it ‘odd.’ I haven’t looked into it yet. But he said he’d contacted SSA Hollingsworth for support on a case.”

Leo pulled out his phone and tapped his email icon, so it was readily available if need be. “She just opened it a few minutes ago. He mentioned a couple things of interest. A situation involving the Cloaks and a message that Renee Bailey stated was similar to one of our recent cases.” He put his phone back in his pocket. “We heard he worked late hours this week.”

“Later than usual.” Natsu rocked in her chair as she spoke, preoccupied. “I try to leave by seven. But Craig? He almost always left as soon as the clock struck five unless we really needed him here. Worked at home if he had to. This week, though, he never left before me.”

Leo curbed his urge to shift his questions back to the most recent case that had led Bennington to want to contact the VCU. There’d be time for that in a minute. “What was normal for him? Aside from his clock out time, I mean.”

“Bennington’s specific role involved investigating bomb threats on federal properties around the country. Everything from government buildings to public universities to parking garages. You’d be amazed how many there are. He collaborated frequently with the ATF.”

That made sense. Firearms and explosives often went together, and Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms held jurisdiction over the former. “Anything else going on in his life at the moment?”

“Nothing I’d consider bad or suspicious.” Natsu dug through a short stack of papers on her desk. “Craig held himself to a high standard. Even won an award recently.”

She pushed a cutout newspaper article toward them.

Leo leaned over to read it as Mia snapped a quick picture of the headline. Local Agent Saves the Day—Again! The image beneath it pictured a blushing Craig Bennington accepting a plaque from D.C.’s mayor. Dated just a week before.

“He felt horrible accepting an award and having people make a fuss over him when the Bureau’s been dealing with what it has. Well, you know. You’ve been the ones investigating it. Shoot-outs and setups and that whole business in Salem…”

“Just another day in the life.” The joke sounded hollow to Leo, and he immediately regretted saying it. But anything to avoid that dangling Salem thread she’d left out there.

Natsu didn’t seem to mind. “I told him to go accept it and be happy. Bureau could use the good press, you know?”

Leo skimmed the article. This case had been wrapped up with a proverbial bow. “And the case he started working on this week…the email said he wanted to hear more about our last case. He said a Cloaks member was killed in some kind of explosion?” He met Mia’s eyes. “Bennington hoped to meet with us as soon as possible.”

Whatever connection Bennington suspected, they’d have to decipher it without his help.

“Our department’s been slammed lately.” Natsu gestured to the piles of folders and papers filling In and Out boxes on her desk. “Lots of different team members working on different projects. But Bennington kept me up on this one because, as I said, he found it odd. Man was a veritable encyclopedia of all things bomb-related, so his wording was telling. I planned on checking in with him about it on Monday.”

Leo waved out toward the bullpen. “Is his desk out there? Would you mind if we take a look?”

Natsu shook her head. “He’s got his own office. It’s two doors down, right by the breakroom. I’ve already sent up a request to get you access to his digital files, and I’ll call and light a fire under ’em after you step out.”

Leo stood and placed a business card on Natsu’s desk. “We’ll do our best to keep you updated.”

“Please do.” Natsu eyed the card absently.

Leo paused as he stepped out, Mia right beside him. “Is it open?”

Natsu grimaced. “Yeah. Help yourselves.”

“We are sorry, SSA Natsu,” Mia said with a nod.

Leo shut the SSA’s door softly and made sure the latch clicked.

His eyebrow rose when he set foot in Craig Bennington’s office and glanced around.

It was a veritable tornado of color. Neon sticky notes screamed for attention from the man’s whiteboard calendar, and they ran along the edge of his desk and filled a trash can in the corner. The far wall had been covered with artwork clearly made by the same child artist who decorated the Bennington fridge. Bookcases filled the opposite wall, crammed full of binders, books, and folders from floor to ceiling.

Leo stopped for a second to simply take in the chaos.

“He might’ve gone home to his family every night, but this is one of the more lived-in offices I’ve ever seen.” Mia moved toward the desk, lifting a stack of manila folders and scanning the large desk calendar. “Monday’s block had four different things crossed out, arrows pointing to later in the week, to make room for us.”

Leo glanced at the calendar and then took two of the file folders off Mia’s hands—a couple of Emma’s reports regarding the Eighth Precinct incident on Tuesday and Hank Barnaby’s case file.

Dates, times, names…he skimmed all of it until he reached a file of notes marked Blue Powder at the top. The first note was a sticky square listing the team members at the VCU, with a reference number for the Hank Barnaby case file.

Another printed-out sheet was labeled Bomb Threat?

His stomach attempted to leap into his throat as he read the email below out loud. “‘Spriggs Street is a message. Decipher it if you can, you useless leeches.’”

Mia’s eyebrows shot up. “Leeches? That’s the exact word?”

“Yep. Seems Renee Bailey thought the phrasing was similar too.” He tapped the linguistic expert’s report. During the case involving Hank Barnaby, they’d received messages expressing death to the cockroaches and leeches blighting the city. Bennington seemed to have had a sharp eye for connections, even if he hadn’t known exactly what they were.

“And the message was emailed? Directly to Bennington?” Mia read around Leo’s shoulder.

“That’s what it looks like.” Leo started going over the tiny colorful notes on the calendar, his focus tripled. They announced department meetings or reminders to check in with various persons around the country, following up on cases he’d been involved in. “Careful of his routines, which means our killers might’ve watched him this week and known when he’d be headed home.”

Mia pulled up her email again, this time on her tablet. “Natsu emailed…” She skimmed the message. “Says she’s working on getting us access to Craig’s full caseload.”

“I think Bennington himself already left us the mother lode.” Leo handed her the case file labeled Hogan Badger before shifting around to peer over her shoulder as she read the sparse file.

“Craig’s team investigated and found a dead man in a Pathfinder and an ‘unidentified blue powder’ at Spriggs Street Garage, where the explosion occurred.” Mia turned the file sideways so they could view the photos together. There wasn’t much to see. A couple very tight close-ups revealed a dusting of something that looked like baby powder on the garage floor, but with a slightly bluish tinge. It seemed like…nothing.

“Doesn’t look like much.” Leo squinted at it, frowning. “Certainly not like any bomb I’ve seen.” He read the next part out loud. “‘Career felon and known gun runner Hogan Badger and…’” Interrupting himself, he tapped the photo of the driver. “Look at that.”

“A member of the Cloaks.” Mia slipped the image from the folder. The final photo showed the driver—head slumped, left arm dangling out the window, tattoos visible even in the still shot. Among them, the Cloaks’ signature…a ghostly figure wearing a hooded cloak, skull in place of a face.

But what stood out more than anything was what wasn’t there.

The vehicle was intact. So was the body, his head resting against the steering wheel.

“He’s not burned,” Mia said quietly. “Doesn’t have a scratch on him. Not bleeding from a hit to the head that I can see.”

No burns. No blood. Not even bruising. Just a man who looked like he’d dropped dead behind the wheel.

Leo leaned in. “Maybe he had a heart attack? That’s what it looks like.”

Mia shook her head. “M.E. ruled it out. Plus, that’d be one hell of a coincidence.”

Leo glanced back at the blue-powder photo, a chill sliding down his spine. “So whatever this was…it didn’t destroy anything. It just killed him.”

“Exactly. No outward trauma. But the M.E.’s preliminary notes mention signs of oxygen deprivation. Collapsed lungs. Like the air got sucked out of the space.”

Leo exhaled slowly. “A vacuum bomb? But portable? Dust?” The implications were staggering if that was the case. What nation wouldn’t want to have such a weapon available? Compact. Portable. In large quantities…he didn’t even want to think about the death tolls.

“If that’s what it is, it’s nothing I’ve seen before.” Mia tapped the image. “It doesn’t act like C-4 or ANFO or even the thermobaric stuff I’ve read about. There’s no fuel dispersion, no structural blowback. Just a puff of powder and a body with no visible cause of death.”

“Crazy shit.”

Mia shook her head like a disappointed mother, even though they’d made all the connections they needed. This was gold.

“Do you get what all this might mean?”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“Think it through. Bennington, a bomb investigator recently in the news, receives a message which strongly reflects the tone and messaging in the Hank Barnaby case. Who else was involved in the Barnaby case? Who else haven’t we tracked down?”

Leo tried not to let the jolt of adrenaline take over his body, but he had to tighten his grip on the file folders. “Emma’s supposed sister.”

“So Bennington is investigating this explosion at the Spriggs Garage.” Mia waved the folder at Leo. She was clearly fighting her own adrenaline surge. “He receives a message from someone who seems to be claiming responsibility. That someone may have also sent messages in the Barnaby case.”

“Then Bennington is killed the same day…and in almost an identical way…as one of Emma’s best friends.”

“And left a message for Emma at the Bennington crime scene.”

Leo took a deep breath. “Shit. That’s a lot of tangled threads.” He didn’t want to follow the trail of breadcrumbs, but there it was. “That means Emma’s sinister sibling is involved with an incredibly murderous weapon.”

Mia set her jaw. “We need to untangle these tangles and fast. That bitch is clearly not done with Emma. A lot of innocent people could get caught in the crossfire. I wonder if Sloan knows anything about this blue powder. She’s the closest connection we’ve got with real explosives expertise.”

Leo read directly from what remained of the formal report. “‘I have attempted to match the residue with a number of known explosives, but so far, have had no success. Updates to come if this changes. Our team is awaiting a lab report on the chemical breakdown and any potential connection to known substances.’”

“Short and sweet.”

“Says he also requested a BOLO for a black Cadillac CTS sedan seen in the parking garage just before the explosion.” Leo slipped his phone free of his pocket. “Doesn’t look like any updates on that.”

As Mia nodded, his gaze landed on a family picture perched at the edge of Bennington’s desk. His youngest, a curly-haired toddler, grinned from the seat of a plastic fire truck, one chubby hand waving at the camera. Craig and his wife stood behind him, the proud father’s hands resting on CJ’s shoulders. A separate photo showed their daughter dressed as a butterfly, mid-spin in what looked like a preschool play.

“This investigation into the blue powder is ultimately what got him killed.” Mia set down her tablet. “Whoever directed Colton Wright and Norman Little and Hank Barnaby⁠—”

“That woman.” Hate shot through Leo for all the lives she’d torn apart, Emma’s included. He’d love to get his hands on her.

“She’s pulling from Cloaks. This dead guy, Hogan Badger, was a gun runner. And a Cloak.” Mia shrugged. “So were the fake agents in our recent showdown.”

Leo stacked all the physical files in his arms. He’d check with Natsu about keeping them. “We’ll have to talk to the lab and see what we can find out about the powder. Then the M.E. to ask where they’re at with cause of death. And we need to see some CCTV footage of this explosion.”

“Cyber probably has a copy.” Mia reached for her phone. “Crap. It’s nearly nine on a Saturday night. They’re likely gone.”

Leo groaned. She was right. It was late, and they needed to get some sleep so they were better fit to tackle everything tomorrow. “One of us needs to get it straight from the garage in the morning.” He wrote himself a reminder. “These pictures aren’t enough to really get a feel for the scene. Someone should walk the area.”

Mia headed toward the door. “Jacinda might be downstairs. We need to let Emma and Vance know.”

“Yeah, maybe they can use Hogan Badger to get more info out of Wright.” Leo took another few seconds to glance around the office.

Craig Bennington had found their killer’s newest toy and lackey, and he had been brutally murdered as a result.
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After a few hours of much-needed sleep, Emma was ready and prepared to face Colton Wright on a Sunday morning. She paced outside room 306 of Our Savior’s Medical Center, waiting on word from the doctor who was in with the former agent.

She was a ball of energy, so she took a minute to center herself. She’d much rather be inside the sterile space with the horribly bright lighting breathing down the bastard’s neck, but his blood pressure had boomeranged, setting off monitors, just as they’d entered his wing.

There was some concern about an infection at the site of the wound, too, from when he’d ripped it open trying to strangle Mia. It was just their luck. Their prime source of information, and they didn’t even know if they’d be able to talk to him.

Vance had walked down another hallway, to both manage his emotions and update Jacinda.

Emma took the peace for what it could offer her. Mindful of her posture, of every bit of tension in her body, she closed her eyes, relaxed her shoulders, and made sure to drop her tongue from the top of her mouth. Oren had told his yoga students to follow these steps more than once in his studio, and it had never failed to surprise her that, yep, that little pink muscle in her mouth had indeed drifted up with tension.

After her third slow exhale, she heard Vance’s heavy footsteps before she saw him rounding the corner.

“Anything?” He gave a nod to the officers flanking Colton’s door as he pointed to it.

“No. But they know how serious this is. Maybe they’re in there shooting him up with steroids to accelerate the healing process.”

“Aren’t you the optimist? I’d certainly like to shoot him up with something.” Vance looked over one police officer’s shoulder to see through the small rectangular window.

Emma had been thinking a lot of things on the drive over. How Colton Wright had infiltrated the Cloaks more than a year ago. How her sister—alleged sister—seemed to be plucking her little helpers from the same criminal organization.

How had she chosen that crime ring?

It seemed there was a good chance it was through Colton. This was all just a theory, but she couldn’t get one phrase out of her head.

“Damn, you’ve got a type.”

Jack Darko had said that to Colton when they’d gone undercover as Rick Dwyer and Shelly Kern to buy a gun—to find out if it’d been stolen from the Salem armory. To see exactly what kind of connection the Cloaks and their weapons had to the gun that killed Officers Darby and Gorik. And to follow their delivery lackey.

He’d led them—in a Honda Civic registered to Norman Little—to the warehouse they’d later infiltrated. The whole ruse was a distraction so her sister’s cronies, posing as Feds, could attack the Eighth Precinct.

“I think there’s a good chance Wright’s higher up on the ladder than Hank Barnaby ever was or Norman Little is.” Emma looked at Vance. “I’m wondering how long he’s been working with my sister, not for her. And, yes, I think there’s a chance he knew about Craig Bennington. Knew about Spriggs Street. Hell, he might’ve recommended the place, being a federal building and all.”

“Do you think Wright might even be pulling the strings?” Vance looked at her like she was losing it.

“No. But when we were undercover, Jack Darko told Wright he really had a type, right after he undressed me with his eyes. It stayed with me, even before you guys made those comments about the woman in the footage at the docks where you were kidnapped looking like me.”

“Shit, Last, you think…they’re together?”

“I think they’re together.”

Before she could elaborate further, the door opened, and the doctor came out.

“Dr. Singh.” Emma read her name tag. “I’m Special Agent Last, and this is Special Agent Jessup. Will we be able to⁠—”

“Let me stop you there. I understand the severity of the situation. But you’ve got to understand that our job here at Our Savior’s Medical Center is to, first, do no harm.” Dr. Singh adjusted her black wire-frame glasses on her long, arrow-straight nose.

Emma felt like she was about to get scolded for something she hadn’t even done. They didn’t have time for this. Dr. Singh was a thin, middle-aged woman, and she looked tired.

For a second Emma thought, I could take her. Just blow right past her. That was how badly she needed to get to Colton Wright.

“Two more people were brutally murdered in their homes.” Vance stepped closer to the doctor but kept his voice low and even. “One of them was an FBI agent, the other a friend of Agent Last’s. We believe Colton Wright may have information that can lead to their killers.”

Dr. Singh’s lips formed a thin line as she considered Vance’s words. “He’s stable for now. You can go in. But if his vitals jump in either direction and set off his monitors, we’re in, and you’re out.”

“Got it. Thank you.” Emma stepped around Dr. Singh, and Vance did the same.

The larger of the two officers at the door looked at her. “We’ll be right here. Yell if you need us.”

She nodded a quick thanks, and they were in.

And there was Colton, awake but staring out his window.

“He doesn’t look that bad to me,” Vance said under his breath.

Colton swiveled his head on his pillow and steadied his gaze on Emma. He went to move his arm, and his cuffs rattled against the plastic bed frame, jerking it back in place.

“You’re a prisoner not a patient, Wright.” Vance seethed.

Colton’s lips curled up in one corner. Was he…smiling?

“This funny to you?” Vance approached his bed.

But Colton wasn’t paying attention to Vance. He seemed to only have eyes for Emma. “Back so soon?” He shifted to try and get comfortable in bed. “Miss me already, Agent Last?”

He was being glib, and it was disgusting.

Emma approached him, coming up on his right side. She pulled up a chair. “Two more people are dead, Colton. One, a federal agent. But we probably don’t have to tell you that.”

She was not going to give him the satisfaction of saying the other was her friend.

“Agent Craig Bennington was a husband and a father. He had two young children. Two kids who will now grow up without a father. A parent lost to a senseless murder.” She leaned forward. “Not a tragic accident, like, say, a car accident. This was murder.”

Colton’s smirk dimmed some, and tension slowly built up in his shoulders as he continued to watch her.

“Has that been your plan all along, Wright?” Vance came up beside Emma, but he didn’t sit. “To ruin the lives of innocent kids because you were dealt a shitty hand?”

“You don’t know shit about my life.”

“We know Agent Ron Knight killed your mother taking down a serial killer.” Vance crossed his arms and laid out the background info they’d gotten over the past few days. “We know about the settlement. We know about your Ivy League schooling. We know about your girlfriend.”

Emma was impressed at the boldness of Vance’s bluff there. He’d rolled with her instincts. A small weight she hadn’t known she was still carrying lifted. She and Vance were right with each other again.

Vance continued with a perfect poker face. “Met at school? Did she mold you into one of her minions?”

“You also don’t know shit about my relationship with Lydia. You wouldn’t understand it.” Colton’s pretty-boy face turned flush.

Her sister’s name.

Lydia.

The syllables settled into Emma’s bones.

If Vance was thrown by Colton’s revelation, he didn’t show it. Emma was glad he was handling the main thrust of the conversation. Her feelings were currently churning all over the place.

She glanced at the monitors. His blood pressure was up a couple of notches, but nothing to be concerned about.

They’d hit a nerve. A few.

“Must sting that she set Norman Little up to kill you. How far back do you two go, exactly?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” For the first time, he looked away. Was Colton worried about himself? The woman who tried to have him killed? It was hard to tell.

“Yes, I’d like to know. That’s why I’m asking.” Emma leaned forward. “There’s got to be some part of you that knows this is over. Some part of you that knows right from wrong. Knows that what’s happening here is wrong. Knows that if you have it in your power to stop another murder, you need to do the right thing.”

She sat back, wanting to give him a moment. Emma really had no idea if Colton had a conscience, but it was worth a shot. Whatever it took to get information out of him that could lead to Lydia’s capture.

The agents’ phones buzzed. Vance kept his gaze steady on Colton. Emma pulled her phone out and read the message.

Connection btwn Bennington case and our cases. Dead man at Spriggs Street Garage is Hogan Badger, Cloaks member and known gun runner.

A row of dots danced on her screen.

Sister appears to be involved.

She tucked her phone away again, planning to try another angle. Keeping herself loose, she rested her hand inches from his cuffed wrist. “We have Hogan Badger in custody.” It wasn’t a complete lie. The M.E. was taking very good care of him.

Colton’s eyes narrowed, intense. But finally, he shrugged. “He’s a nobody, trust me.”

There was the use of the present tense. He doesn’t know Badger’s dead.

This meant Lydia had not been in contact with Colton since Wednesday. Probably since the shootout.

Interesting. Lydia seemed to have cut her man loose.

Good. That meant Emma could play this her way.

She leaned closer to the hospital bed, letting her posture shift just slightly—shoulders back, expression unreadable, gaze direct. Not seductive, exactly. But deliberate.

Colton tracked every movement.

Back when they’d worked undercover together, the pull between them had been real enough to be noticeable—but Emma had filed it under controlled asset. She hadn’t trusted him then and certainly didn’t now. But if he still carried a flicker of that attraction, she wasn’t above letting him see what he wanted to see.

If he thought they still had a connection, he might talk. And that was all she needed.

“Listen,” she licked her lips, “you tell us what you know about Badger’s assignment. Do that, and we might be able to make things…easier for you when sentencing rolls around.”

He didn’t answer at first. Just stared at her. He studied her face…her lips, her hair, before meeting her gaze. “We had a moment, didn’t we, Emma?” His fingers twitched, reaching for the rail between them. “While we were undercover. You felt it, too, didn’t you?”

She didn’t blink. Didn’t smile. But she let the silence stretch—just long enough to make him think she might have. With a tiny flutter of her lashes, she tilted her head and dropped her voice another notch.

“We know about the blue powder.”

Colton flinched like she’d struck him. “No fucking way did Badger squeal. He doesn’t even know what he’s…” He snapped his jaw shut.

“Know what he’s…what?” Emma leaned in, moving her fingers closer to his.

Colton glared at Emma, but something in his shifty mind was turning. Emma wanted to laugh, because his instinct to save himself and manipulate the situation was almost painfully obvious. He was going to turn on her sister, if she didn’t miss her guess.

“He doesn’t know what he’s making.”

“What’s he making?”

“Blue Crush.”

“Blue Crush? That’s the name of the explosive that went off in Spriggs Street Garage?” Vance pulled out his phone and made a show of texting the team.

“What explosion?” Colton’s eyebrows lifted.

“There was an accident of some kind in the Spriggs Street Garage this week.” Emma kept her gaze trained on Colton’s face, trying to catch any shifts. “Hogan Badger makes Blue Crush.”

Colton pursed his lips, and she wondered if he was going to clam up now. But he offered another nugget. “He runs the manufacturing side.”

“Where?”

Colton shook his head. “I think I’m going to be quiet now.”

“But we were just starting to be friends. You know,” Emma made eye contact with Vance briefly, “the explosion killed Hogan Badger.”

Colton smiled. “So he’s ‘in custody,’ huh?” And under his breath, but loud enough to make sure they heard, he added, “She’s moving it. You’re all fucked.”

She flashed Vance a quick look. He didn’t seem sure what to make of Colton’s comment either. Emma leaned forward. “What is Lydia moving? Where? What is Blue Crush?”

Colton’s dark-blond hair beaded up with sweat all along the hairline.

He turned away from her. But she watched his neck flush red, then his face. He was turning purple. Alarmed, she checked his monitors. His blood pressure started to climb. When it passed 140 over 90, his patient monitor started beeping.

Emma rose to her feet. “Are you…holding your breath?”

Vance stalked toward the door. “You’re scum, you know that, Wright?”

There was no way Emma was getting more out of him right now. And she had seconds before she’d get booted from his room. But she had to try…

“Lydia does not respect loyalty the way you do. She tried to have you killed. Why are you still protecting her?” She almost reached for his hand but knew the ploy wouldn’t work now. “It’s not too late to do the right thing.”

A nurse came into the room and went straight to the monitors.

Colton took a big inhale. That had been close to two minutes. Under any other circumstance, it would’ve been impressive.

Dr. Singh stepped inside his room. “Agents, you need to⁠—”

“I’m leaving.” Emma leaned closer to Colton, until their faces were barely six inches apart. “You have the ability to stop this. And you know where to find me.”

He had the gall to wink at her.

She winked right back before turning on her heel and heading toward the door.

They had the name of the explosive substance—Blue Crush.

They just needed to figure out exactly what Lydia had planned. If she could exert this amount of control on hardened criminals like Barnaby and Little and Colton, whatever he was to her, exactly how powerful was she?

It’s time to find out, Emma girl. One way or another.
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I pulled my scarf tighter around my face as I stalked deeper into the tunnel. The cold didn’t bother me, not really. It was the silence that hurt my bones. And the smell—wet, metallic, sharp with rust and rot. Like the tunnel was sweating secrets it didn’t want to keep.

Mother used to say tunnels were symbols of transformation. Passageways between one version of the self and the next. As if I was supposed to emerge from this darkness as something reborn.

I used to think that was poetic nonsense. But not anymore.

Not since Emma.

I dragged the toe of my boot across the floor, clearing a layer of soot from the concrete slab. The edge of the underground map revealed itself. I crouched and traced the lines with my fingers—paths, exits, service hatches. All of it just like I remembered.

The D.C. FBI Headquarters. The place where my sister worked.

Emma Last.

Her name had meant nothing to me once. Before, she was just a figure in the shadows. A shape in the fog of stories Mother told late at night, half drunk and trembling with old rage.

“A sister of light,” she’d murmured once, stroking my hair with fingers that always smelled like bourbon and lavender. “Born into love while you were born into purpose.”

She never said my sister’s name. Only warned me there was another. A girl who took what was meant to be mine. Who had the father, the family, the world.

It was only after Mother’s death that I learned Emma’s name.

Despite Mother’s bitterness, I’d felt my life was solid. Mother made it that way.

But then, she’d taken Mother too.

I clenched my hand into a fist on the cold concrete. I’d replayed that moment a thousand times—Emma pulling the trigger, my mother crumpling like paper. At least, that was how I imagined it.

It didn’t matter that Mother was chaos wrapped in velvet. That she raised me more like a soldier than a daughter. She was mine. She was everything.

And Emma ended her. With a bullet. And a badge.

I forced a breath out through my nose. Let the rage coil tight inside me again. I needed it caged, not wild. Not yet.

The Cloaks recruits had been sloppy. Colton had reassured me these were the right members for the job. He told me I should trust them. But I could smell their fear even before I heard the rattle of a dropped pipe or the whispered curses echoing off the concrete. I’d deal with them later. Fear was the only thing they respected.

I stood, brushing dust from my knees, and turned toward the storage area I’d built deeper in the tunnel. My work. Blue Crush was perfect.

Even with Hogan Badger’s death, I figured I had enough to make my plan work. Badger had been in charge of the manufacturing process at a nearby warehouse. Then the man had killed himself like an idiot during delivery. As if he hadn’t already passed Blue Crush a million times. As if he hadn’t known what would happen if he grew careless.

Smoking is hazardous to your health.

I knew remnants of the powder would be discovered. Boy Scout Bennington, who investigated explosives, wouldn’t miss such a thing, so I’d sent him a friendly little challenging message.

Spriggs Street is a message. Decipher it if you can, you useless leeches.

But the Bureau didn’t understand it. Not yet.

They thought explosions meant fire, shrapnel, noise. But this…this was something else. It didn’t destroy. It emptied. Stole breath. Stole life.

Just like Emma had stolen mine.

Originally, my plan had been much larger and also much simpler. Sell the powder to the highest bidder—what nation wouldn’t want something like this in their arsenal?—and retire to a private island. I’d take Mother and Colton with me and we’d sip mai tais on the beach.

Colton helped refine the process. He was clever but also too eager to cut corners, soft in the spine. He loved the chemistry of it, the thrill.

Emma ruined all of that. Now I was going to ruin her with a world-class weapon.

I started watching Emma weeks ago. Studying her. At first, it was curiosity—some cold, clinical need to see the face of the woman who stole my life. The bedtime stories. The smiling father. The life that should’ve been mine.

But then I saw the way she moved. The way she listened to silence like it might answer back.

I knew Mother was right. She spoke to ghosts.

While I spent my life learning molecules, creating compounds from the building blocks of reality—Emma reached into the air and touched the dead.

She could talk to my mother. Something I never could.

The injustice of it burned through me. It wasn’t just wrong. It was cruel.

Emma, the golden daughter, beloved by the living and the dead. Me, the forgotten one, left with memories and chemicals and rage.

But that was about to change.

The Cloaks members Colton recruited were ahead of me. Their low voices echoed from the distance, along with the steady grind of shovels and picks against stone. My hired men, a ragged lot but useful tools nonetheless. I paused, listening to the raw scrape of metal, feeling it in my teeth. They were on schedule.

Everything was on schedule.

Mother would be proud of me.

The thought bled with bitterness.

She was always one to appreciate efficiency, though she’d spent her life chasing what the supernatural world had to offer—never quite understanding what the real world was capable of. Chemicals instead of spells. Test tubes instead of wands. A lab coat instead of a cloak.

Where others in my family conjured ghosts, I wove molecular masterpieces.

Blue Crush.

A fancy new little explosive. It imitated thermobaric bombs—notoriously used by Russia against her enemies—but without the monstrous fireballs. Only a small explosion, a quick ignition, and the oxygen in an area was sucked out, suffocating anyone nearby.

If only Badger hadn’t been an idiot.

The small explosion in the Spriggs Street Garage had drawn unwanted attention. I’d had to deal with that meddling FBI agent myself.

Killing Marigold had been for fun.

Killing Bennington had been for business.

Killing both was a clear message to my dear sister.

Don’t fuck with me.

I watched my men work, chunks of rock falling away under their tools. It was all coming together.

They looked up as I approached, waiting, expectant. I nodded. “Keep going. We’re close.”

Tobias smirked, a quick flash of teeth in the dim light. “This gonna be worth it?”

“More than you’ll ever know.” I forced surety into my voice.

They went back to digging, driven, ready. I was too. We all were.

Darryl lagged behind the others, running a gloved hand along the tunnel wall, dragging his fingers through the damp grime like it was silk. He grinned when he caught me watching.

“You know,” his dark eyes gleamed with an eagerness that was slightly chilling, “that lady came apart cleaner than I thought she would. That hatchet’s a dream.”

I patted his arm. “Impressive work. And that delivery?” I flashed a smile, all teeth. “You make a hell of a grim reaper and deliveryman.”

He chuckled, something sharp and childlike. “So when do I get to use it again?”

I didn’t answer. Let the question hang there, bloody and giddy in the air between us. He was useful. Dangerous. Maybe even necessary. But I’d be a fool not to keep an eye on him.

With a little wink, I pressed on, leaning into the sharp angles of the tunnel, following the steady thud of work and sweat. The anticipation grew within me, swelling until I was ready to burst. We were at the edge. At the last moment. I urged them forward, relentless, letting them feel my intensity.

The descent quickened now. It was final. Everything converged here, in this moment, in this tunnel. I closed my eyes for a second, taking a deep breath of the dank air, and opened them to darkness and grit.

Opened them to perfection.

Soon, Emma would know what it felt like to lose the people she cared about the most. Just as I had.
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Emma stared at her computer screen, the glow filling her gaze in the dimly lit office. Lydia Foss Smith. Celeste had added the common surname, which would make it almost impossible to detect her daughter. But, armed with a first name because of Colton, Emma hadn’t had much trouble hunting her half sister down.

Digital copies of Lydia’s birth certificate, driver’s license, and school transcripts stared at Emma from her screen.

She’d pieced together a history that Celeste and her father had carefully hidden. Born four years after Emma. Attended multiple boarding schools. Academically gifted. Graduated with a doctorate from Yale University at twenty-three. Sometime during that education, Lydia met Colton.

The money trail was damning. Emma’s father had paid for everything—exclusive boarding schools, Ivy League education, even a private apartment in New Haven during Lydia’s graduate studies. All while Emma had no idea this other daughter existed.

Chemistry major. Doctoral thesis focused on synthetic compounds and experimental explosives. Publications in journals Emma had never heard of, with titles full of scientific terminology that meant nothing to her.

Emma took a long drink of coffee, grimacing at the lukewarm temperature. The betrayal felt raw, visceral. The man who’d taught her about integrity, a lawyer no less, had been living a lie almost her entire life. Had Lydia known about Emma? Had they passed each other on the street without knowing they were sisters?

At the end of the day, Lydia was using her chemistry expertise to create deadly compounds like Blue Crush. That was what mattered now—not the father who’d deceived them both or the childhood Emma thought she understood. She would deal with the emotional fallout later. For now, she had a job to do.

Emma closed out the family-secret case files and glanced over at Leo, who’d been inhaling coffee at his desk while looking for any similar crime scenes to Spriggs Street Garage. Before she could say anything, though, her desk phone rang.

She grabbed it, nearly spilling her coffee in the process. “Special Agent Emma Last, VCU.”

“Agent Last, hi.” The young-sounding voice coughed. “Uh, this is Trey McLemore. The tech?”

“The tech?” she repeated and reached out to put the phone on speaker for Leo’s benefit. He leaned back in his chair beside her, eyebrows raised. “Which one? Sorry…I’m currently working with so many.”

“Right. I mean, uh, I’m the one who was working with Craig Bennington. On the explosives? His SSA told me I should talk to you about it. The explosives, that is.”

Leo rolled his eyes, but there was no malice in the gesture. “You’ve found something?”

“Oh, yeah.” McLemore shuffled papers on his end and sighed. “I mean, kind of. Thing is, I can’t make heads or tails of it, no matter how I look at it. It’s extremely similar in chemical structure to PETN sure, but⁠—”

“PETN?” Emma searched her memory for the acronym. “That’s⁠—”

“Sorry. Pentaerythritol tetranitrate, also known as PETN. We see it a lot in, um, military-grade explosives. Not very stable, normally, for a detonator, but this is, yeah, different.”

Emma sipped her coffee, glad the tech’s voice had steadied and his nerves had disappeared. But the fact that she hadn’t remembered what PETN was only proved she’d become more worn down than she’d realized. “So it acts like PETN?”

“No, it really doesn’t.” McLemore groaned in frustration. “I feel like an idiot, but it doesn’t detonate like PETN, and there doesn’t seem to be any reason why.”

“Does it not detonate?” Emma was confused. It was an explosive.

“Oh, yeah. It detonates. But it’s…weird. There’s a bit of sparkling and then a kind of whoosh and then the oxygen is sucked out of an area.”

Well, that’s all very technical. Emma forced herself to keep her sarcasm in her head. We need to call Sloan in. If anyone close to our team could shed some light on this substance, it’s her.

Leo leaned toward the phone. “This is Emma’s partner, Special Agent Leo Ambrose. You said the chemical structure of the blue mystery powder is ‘extremely similar.’ What do you mean?”

“Well, that’s the weird part, I guess. The chemical structure is exactly the same as far as I can figure, which shouldn’t be possible, since this substance is pale blue and a fine powder. The molecular structure has some variations that are so small, I can’t quite get a handle on them. We might need an electron microscope to get a better grasp.”

“That’ll be hard to come by.” Emma had heard the wait list and scheduling for one of the electron microscopes was long. She wanted to shake something. Her frustration needed a physical release.

“Bennington was confused about it before he sent it our way, and now it’s got all of us scratching our heads.”

Emma stared at the phone, willing the tech to keep speaking, but he’d gone silent. “Is there a next step?”

Silence. “Uh, next step for what?”

“For figuring out what this is.” She spoke evenly, holding in annoyance. “It’s got to be something, after all. So what’s your next step? You’re the tech.”

“Right. Yeah, I am.” He didn’t sound too sure of that. “Uh, I’m gonna run it by my supervisor when he comes in tomorrow. If he can’t figure this out, then he’ll have final say on what to do. But this is potentially a new discovery. It could take months, and we don’t have a large sample. There wasn’t much at the scene, and we don’t want to destroy it all trying to figure it out.”

Great. My sister’s a mad genius.

Emma rubbed her eyes, realizing she no longer needed to use “alleged” when thinking of her half sister. “Do me a favor and make sure some of the small sample stays here in D.C., okay?”

Her request was met with the shuffling of more papers and typing on a keyboard. “Yeah, you got it. And I’ll call if we figure anything else out.”

“Thanks, you do that. And Trey?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Our detainee called the substance Blue Crush.”

“Huh,” he said with a small laugh. “Oh, okay, got it.”

She disconnected the call. “I guess that’s about what I expected. You?”

Leo ran both hands through his hair. “Unfortunately. Bennington sounds like a guy who knew his way around explosives. If he was stumped and Trey is stumped…”

“Something tells me the answers to this imposter PETN, this Blue Crush, is lying in a hospital bed holding his breath.”

Leo rubbed his face. “Yeah.”

“Wright knows how it works. I know he does. He basically said we’re fucked when he found out it went off and killed Hogan Badger.”

“Are you saying Wright has intimate knowledge of Blue Crush, as in, he’s the alchemist?”

“No, Lydia created it. She has the doctorate in chemistry. And Wright said Badger was manufacturing it.”

“That woman,” Leo said with a huff, “is bad news.”

Bad news didn’t begin to describe Lydia Foss Smith.

His phone buzzed. “Interesting. Hey, look at this.” He angled his screen toward her to show her a message from the medical examiner. Autopsies for Marigold Florence and Craig Bennington are complete if you and your partner want to come take a look.

Emma got to her feet faster than Leo, but her steps dragged as they headed out the door. While Marigold’s autopsy was necessary to discover what had actually happened to her, Emma dreaded knowing in detail the pain and horrors her friend had suffered.
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Leo had never counted morgues among his favorite places, but showing up to one on a Sunday felt more wrong than usual. Halfway across the country, Yaya sat in a church while he waded into air scented by chemicals rather than candles.

If this space had become his church, he really had to be in trouble.

Nevertheless, he and Emma both manufactured a smile of greeting for Medical Examiner Derek Winthrop, who met them at the door.

Emma stepped into the antiseptic space, leading the way, and focused on the man before them, who was pulling on a fresh pair of gloves. “Thanks for working on a Sunday, Dr. Winthrop. We appreciate it.”

With a murmured acknowledgment, the dark-haired man waved them forward to the first of two tables. Beneath the sheets covering their victims, each body seemed to take up more space than usual, and Leo soon discovered why.

Dr. Winthrop pulled back the first sheet to reveal the head of Special Agent Craig Bennington, with the rest of him laid out on the table like a dismantled car engine. “We’ll…do our best to sew him back together, assuming the family wants a traditional burial. Should hear in the next day or two if they elect to cremate him instead.”

Leo swallowed hard. He knew exactly which choice he’d make as his mind conjured up the image of Bennington’s butchered remains being stitched back together, piece by gruesome piece, just to be laid in a casket like some Frankensteinian horror. The thought alone made his skin crawl.

Before his brain could finish rolling the horror movie in his head—Bennington’s coffin creaking open mid-funeral, his stitched-together body rising to unleash terror on the mourners—Leo forced his focus back to the medical examiner.

Dr. Winthrop retrieved a bagged bullet and placed it on the table. “Craig Bennington’s cause of death was a bullet wound to the back.”

Small mercies for that.

The M.E. pulled the sheet down a touch farther on Bennington’s hips, well beneath the autopsy’s Y-incision. “You can’t tell now that the torso’s been sewn up, but the bullet entered dead-center through the sternum and punched straight into the heart. I recovered it from the chest cavity. Based on the trajectory, it was a direct shot…back-facing, close to level. No indication he turned or moved to avoid it.”

He held one hand perpendicular over the chest to illustrate the path.

“Given that Bennington was standing in the doorway, and the shooter fired from outside, we’re not left with much in terms of physical evidence.” Dr. Winthrop passed the bagged bullet to Leo with a frown. The deepening wrinkle above his brow hadn’t been there last time they spoke—a quiet testament, Leo figured, to how many agents and cops the man had cut open lately.

Emma studied the bullet. “Looks like a thirty-eight. Time will tell what kind of gun it was shot from.”

“The only other thing of note is that I can confirm mutilation of the body occurred after death,” Dr. Winthrop continued, “not before. Our agent died nearly on impact, within a minute at most, because of the bullet’s trajectory into the heart. So whoever massacred the body did so after Bennington died. Based on physical findings and corroboration with the Ring camera footage, I’m placing time of death between eleven p.m. Friday and one a.m. Saturday.”

Leo’s gaze moved back to the space between the head and the torso, where the gleaming metal table could be glimpsed between torn skin, bone, and muscle.

He’d expected the news, given their suspicion about the bullet and how quickly death had come after Bennington entered his home, but the information was nonetheless welcome. Maybe it would offer some small comfort to his widow and family as well. “And what can you tell us about how the body got, uh…separated? What tools or implements may have been used?”

“Ah, right.” Dr. Winthrop moved back to his computer, where he collected a printout and brought it over to Leo, who studied the various hunting knives exhibited on the paper.

“Your killer used a very sharp blade, made evident in how easily it punctured Bennington’s body before slicing through. Clean entry like that suggests a fine point. The wounds indicate a straight-edged knife, though there’s a slight arc to the slicing pattern that might point to a curved blade.”

Emma pointed to an area with ragged tearing. “Would a straight edge do this? Looks more serrated to me.”

Dr. Winthrop beamed at her like she was a prize student. “Where you see the more ragged tearing, it’s likely the killer applied extra pressure to force the separation. Could’ve been anything from a quality hunting knife to a standard kitchen blade.”

That didn’t exactly narrow it down.

“I noted a number of marks where the knife contacted the bone at the joint, which is the logical thing to do. It might indicate someone with a familiarity with hunting, but not necessarily. The cuts aren’t clean. I’d think whoever was responsible was just going for the easy breaks.” Dr. Winthrop hovered one hand over the body. “Any questions here?”

“No.” Emma had already moved over to the next table and stood peering down at the sheet covering Marigold. “Let’s keep going.”

“Give me a minute to prep.” Dr. Winthrop stripped off his gloves and tossed them into the biohazard bin before approaching the second table.

Leo moved around and stood beside Emma, close enough that he felt the tension enter her body as they waited for the medical examiner to change his PPE. He considered telling her that she didn’t have to be there—that he could handle this part by himself—but he bit back the urge. She’d want to be there for her friend.

When Dr. Winthrop pulled back the sheet, Marigold’s face looked peaceful. But as the cover lowered, stopping just above her breasts, the brutality of the attack became clear. Torn flesh. Ragged separation.

Leo studied the damage, comparing it to Bennington’s injuries. Might’ve been a different weapon. Or even a different killer with the same twisted goal.

Her neck had been severed more roughly, bone protruding farther than Bennington’s. Though the M.E. had cleaned her, dark bruising mottled the skin.

Beside Leo, the tiniest of sounds came from Emma’s throat, but when he glanced toward her, she remained steel-faced. Focused on their task.

“Despite suffering similar post-death mutilations, Florence’s murder is notably different from Bennington’s.” Dr. Winthrop drew a finger from right to left across the air, just above her neck. “A bullet didn’t kill her. She bled out from a deep incised wound across the neck…likely caused by a hunting knife or something similar. Same weapon may have been used to dismember the body, but the fatal injury was the throat.”

Please tell us that she died quickly and didn’t suffer too much.

Dr. Winthrop gestured to the skin just above the collarbone. “See the clean edge? That’s not from hesitation or sawing. Significant pressure was used, probably from behind. Someone reached around and drew the blade across in one motion.”

“And she…” Emma’s voice hitched. “She was mutilated after that? After she died?”

Dr. Winthrop nodded once, that stress line in his forehead seeming to have grown a pulse. “I’m sure of it. For what comfort that is to her loved ones. The cut to her neck is too deep for her to have survived more than moments.”

Emma might have sagged a little at that news, but Leo pretended not to notice.

“Bennington was killed first, based on the timeline of discovery. But her time of death is harder to pinpoint, since we don’t have video footage in her case or witnesses to corroborate.”

“So temperature and rigor didn’t help?” Leo tried to think of the body as a whole. It seemed demeaning to view Marigold Florence and Craig Bennington as individual parts.

“Temperature would be skewed. Smaller, um, surface areas cool faster.” Leo appreciated the M.E.’s attempt at delicacy. “Rigor is difficult to determine as well. The chemical processes would be affected by several factors…including temperature, which we’ve already discussed, and muscle mass.”

“What about the mottling?” Leo pointed to the dark bruising that most clearly differentiated her from Bennington’s corpse.

“Lividity.” The M.E. gestured to the dark bruising on her face. “The blood pooled after death, mostly in the torso. You see it here. Less in the head, probably due to the neck wound.”

Leo tried not to picture the images Dr. Winthrop’s words inspired, and he could only hope Emma had avoided visualizing Marigold’s final journey.

“There’s more mottling…” Dr. Winthrop hesitated, frowning. “On her buttocks and one of her legs. If you want to see the rest…”

“Not necessary.” Leo shook his head, keeping his focus on the M.E. “Unless you think otherwise?”

Dr. Winthrop seemed relieved. “No, there’s nothing to be gained from disturbing the body parts or uncovering more than what you’ve already seen.”

Leo had just started to thank him when something in Marigold’s hair caught his attention. He stepped around Emma and bent closer. Behind her ear, a fine blue powder glimmered faintly under the lights.

“You see this?”

The M.E. frowned. “The makeup? Yes. I’ve separated some for testing, but finding makeup isn’t unusual.”

Emma jerked where she stood. “No way. That’s blue. Marigold never wore eye shadow or anything outside of a natural color.”

He blinked. “I assumed…sorry. Could be the killer’s, then, though I pictured a man…” He trailed off, already moving to collect more.

Emma stepped forward, her voice low but firm. “Dr. Winthrop, you might want to use extreme caution with that. We think this powder could be an experimental compound. Possibly toxic. Possibly explosive.”

Dr. Winthrop froze mid-reach. “What? Why?”

“We’re not sure yet,” Leo added, “but we know a similar powder was found at the scene of a recent unexplained death. We’re treating it like a hazardous substance until we know more.”

Now visibly more careful, the M.E. grabbed a fresh pair of gloves and reached for a sterile collection kit from a drawer. With a small brush and clear jar, he worked quickly and silently, pulling additional powder from behind her ear and the nape of her neck.

Leo pointed to the jar. “Can we look at that under a light?”

Dr. Winthrop nodded and led them to his desk, adjusting the lamp. Under the direct beam, the pale-blue powder nearly glowed.

“Can you analyze its chemical makeup here?” Leo mentally crossed his fingers.

“Not to the degree you’ll need. The lab will have to run it.” Dr. Winthrop labeled the evidence jar. “But I’ll prioritize it. I’ll run it over myself.”

Emma crossed her arms. “Can you send a sample to the explosives team?”

Dr. Winthrop raised an eyebrow. “Is this from Spriggs Street?”

“You should be careful.” Leo rubbed his hands together “This might be related to the explosion there. Speaking of…did you happen to perform the autopsy of Hogan Badger?”

The M.E. perked up. “I did. He died of oxygen deprivation. Anoxic brain injury. No signs of strangulation. No blockage. Larynx intact. No poison. But his organs and brain shut down. No oxygen.”

Emma opened her mouth.

Dr. Winthrop held up a hand. “I already ruled out toxins. If you think this powder is related…”

“That’s what we’re hoping to find out.” Emma gave him a hopeful smile.

Leo nodded and offered thanks before following her out into the hall.

“Good catch on the powder.” Emma stopped and tilted her face skyward, breathing deep. “If it’s Blue Crush, this could change everything. I should’ve seen it, but I was too focused on…her.”

Leo kept his tone even. “You were strong just being in there. We’ve got each other’s backs. Don’t forget that.”

Emma shook her head and moved toward the SUV. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Ambrose.”

“But now we’ve got more questions than answers. Primarily, how did Hogan Badger get himself killed with this stuff? And how does his fate link to Marigold’s and Bennington’s?” He took the driver’s seat but pulled out his phone before starting the engine. “I’ll text Jacinda. We need to regroup at the Bureau.”

Emma buckled in and nodded.

No more dead ends. They were going to finish this thing—before it ended anyone else.
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After a quick bite of lunch that Leo practically forced down her throat, Emma stood to go into the conference room. Her phone buzzed—a message from Trey McLemore.

Just tested the powder found on the Florence body. Seems to be same powder we had from Bennington’s case, but not 100%. This powder hasn’t been ignited. Thought you’d want to know ASAP.

She nodded, typing out a fast thank-you. At least they knew for sure now.

When she entered the conference room, the rest of the team sat waiting, and Emma started speaking before Leo pulled the door closed. “Our tech on the explosives just confirmed that the substance Agent Craig Bennington was investigating from the Spriggs Street Garage explosion matches a substance found in Marigold Florence’s hair.”

Vance’s eyebrow rose. “I don’t guess he had her marked as a suspect?”

“Not even close.” Emma sighed and settled into a chair.

Leo jumped in. “Another thing of note from the autopsies, though, is that the causes of deaths aren’t the same. Despite the messages and the dismemberment matching up, Marigold Florence’s throat was slit, whereas Bennington died of a gunshot wound.”

Jacinda frowned at a file in her hand. “Looks like a Salem weapon was used to take down Bennington. Bullet striations match one of the guns of record. Colton Wright used a Salem weapon on Officers Darby and Gorik, and apparently Salem weapons were used all over the Eighth Precinct attack.”

“Celeste Foss was one hell of a thief.” Celeste had been stockpiling from the Salem armory for a while it seemed. Emma wondered if the dirty cop had been planning to use the weapons this way—for her own private army. Apparently, her daughter had managed to figure out a use for her inheritance.

“Here, gang members. Let me arm you. And for good measure, here’s a weapon of mass destruction.”

Jacinda glanced up from the report. “The killer among us, Colton Wright, was shot with a bullet that came out of a gun stolen from the Salem armory. Who says there’s not justice in the world?”

Mia moved up to the whiteboard to view the picture of the powder Emma had stuck up there. “So nothing on the substance yet?”

“That’s the funny thing.” Emma pressed her fingertips to her temples, hoping to keep a growing headache at bay. “The tech says it matches up in chemical structure with PETN, pentaerythritol tetranitrate, which isn’t uncommon in homemade explosives. The explosion was sparkly, then whooshy, then there was no oxygen.”

“Our dead guy, Hogan Badger, died of oxygen deprivation, according to Dr. Winthrop.” Leo spread his hands.

“Guess we know how he died now.” Emma added that information to the whiteboard.

Vance squinted at Emma, only speaking when he’d leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed. “All due respect to Bennington and the lab folks…how is it possible that the chemical structure matches up if they can’t get this stuff to react like plastic explosives? What good’s an explosive substance if it just sort of explodes?”

“If it sucks the oxygen out of the room without destroying what’s in the room? How is that not the perfect military weapon?” These were questions Emma did not want to ask.

“You mean like a bioweapon?” Vance’s eyes bugged out.

“I did not say that.” Emma put up her hands in defeat. She was not about to toss the term bioweapon around loosely.

“So why is it showing up in parking garages instead of war zones?” Vance raised his eyebrows.

Jacinda sighed. “All these questions are beside the point. Bennington was investigating it, and it’s presently on Marigold Florence’s body, which means it’s both a connection and evidence. It also means it’s our problem.”

On that note, Emma prepared to suggest bringing in Sloan—which she and Leo had meant to text Jacinda about earlier—but Leo sat forward in his seat first.

He gestured to Vance and Mia, who’d spent the morning going over Marigold’s place with a fine-tooth comb. “What about you two? Did you find anything at the Florence crime scene? Or see more of this substance there?”

Vance shook his head. “There were lots of New Agey materials, crystals and what have you, but nothing like that powder. At least, not in quantities we could see.”

“So how did the powder get in her hair?” Emma mused out loud. “Locard’s Exchange Principle tells us that trace evidence is left whenever two objects or people interact. If the powder didn’t come from Marigold or her house, then the unsub probably transferred it.”

While he was mutilating her. Emma shoved the intrusive thought out of her head.

“It could be that the unsub transferred most of the powder on his person to her hair in the struggle and then there were only traces invisible to the eye left in the house,” Mia suggested. She wasn’t wrong. That happened all the time at crime scenes. Evidence too tiny to track.

“And no sign of a break-in either.” Vance’s expression turned grim. “Which means she opened the door for her killers, or they got in on their own without force.”

Emma swallowed down a quick wave of bile and tried to picture the expression of peace on Marigold’s face. If nothing else, she hoped Marigold hadn’t experienced any pain, though she wished she had a way to know if she’d seen her killers coming.

“It could have been lunchtime.” Leo had his gaze on her, and she gave him a double thumbs-up, though she was unsure how reassuring it looked.

Personally, she felt rather green. “Right. Her time of death. She was a very friendly person, and her place of business was her home, so I can see her answering her door during the daytime.”

Mia turned to Jacinda. “What if the backpack our guy used to transport Marigold’s hand to Emma’s door was also used to transport the butcher knife that killed her, and maybe he used it to transfer the Blue Crush before that? When he dug in his bag for the knife, it got onto his hand, which got into Marigold’s hair when he sliced her throat? Just because we didn’t see any on her hand, doesn’t mean it’s not there. We can ask the M.E. to take a closer look at the hand for confirmation.”

Emma made a note to do just that. “Doesn’t it seem strange that the substance would’ve been loose in the bag, though?”

“I think it’d be stranger if material this fine didn’t leak out of whatever was containing it. Try transporting flour without getting some on you. My yaya’s baking days were quite messy.” Leo made some valid points.

Vance chuckled darkly. “And stranger than what exactly, Emma? Obscure threats written in Magic Marker and chopped-up body parts distributed around crime scenes? Stranger than your long-lost sister going on some vindictive killing spree? Or stranger than your conversations with the dead?”

Mia straightened in her seat, but Emma returned Vance’s smile, and the tension eased out of the room. He only spoke the truth, and they all knew it.

“Touché, Vance. But still…”

Jacinda waved off the dying thought. “It’s what we’ve got, is the point.”

“Until some new body part leads us elsewhere.” Vance winced as his comment silenced the room.

Emma sat back in her chair, willing visions of corpse parts from her mind.

Mia shifted her attention to Emma and mouthed a quick question, You good?

As Emma nodded, Jacinda sat forward, hands on her keyboard, as she began directing things. “All right. Leo and Mia, you two look into the bomb threat email Bennington received about Spriggs Street Garage. Emma and Vance, head over to the garage itself and do another search of the scene just in case something got missed before. I’m going to be meeting with Denae here.”

Emma froze, darting a glance at Leo. His lips had tightened just a smidge, but his eyes remained focused on the SSA.

“Agent Monroe has been tasked with supporting SSA Natsu’s team now that she’s down an agent. The three of us, Natsu included, are going to look into Bennington’s older cases. We’re hunting for any previous link to Blue Crush. I’ll update you if we come up with anything.”

Emma stood with the others but cleared her throat to get Jacinda’s attention before she left. “Jacinda, I thought it might be worth calling in Sloan Grant. If we’re dealing with explosives, she might be able to offer some extra insights. And we are also down an agent.”

She shot a glance at Mia to see how she’d taken the suggestion. There was some bad blood between Mia and Sloan that had systematically been worked out over the past few months. But still…

Though her dimples didn’t show, Mia smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

“Don’t remind me.” Jacinda tilted her head, considering, before sweeping a few red strands back behind her ears and nodding. “Makes sense. I’ll make the call before I head up to see Natsu and Denae. If Sloan’s available, I’ll have her get with the lab techs and look things over before she joins us.”

Gathering her bag, Emma pushed in her chair and headed back around the table to leave the conference room. She looked forward to seeing Sloan again and potentially working with her.

She would get through this case and put away the perpetrator, sister or not.
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Leo couldn’t help but think that he should’ve insisted on taking Vance’s place and gone with Emma.

Instead, though, he’d soon be seeing Denae again. And this wouldn’t be like visiting her at the hospital after she’d nearly been killed. That had been horrifying in a different sense. But the idea of running into her on a case, while he was doing his old job and she was stuck on desk work…his whole body crawled with discomfort.

And it didn’t help matters that she’d broken off their relationship, leaving him speechless. Theoretically, he should’ve found his voice by now or at least known for sure how he felt about it all. But that hadn’t happened yet. He thought of her, and he still felt lost and useless.

For now, though, he fought the urge to run to the bathroom and peek into the mirror, just to give himself another once-over before seeing her again. Instead, he followed Jacinda and Mia into the elevator as if this were just another day at the office.

“Denae’s been investigating domestic terror threats and bomb threats, mostly through technical analysis. She’s deskbound for the moment.” Jacinda pressed the button for the third floor.

“She just came back to work.” Leo adjusted his jacket, losing the battle against fidgeting.

Mia gave him a quick, wary glance, but he’d already guarded his expression and only nodded back. Still, when the elevator doors opened to show SSA Christine Natsu’s diminutive figure beside five-eleven Denae, for a half second, Leo was struck by her untamed elegance after not having seen her recently. She never slouched, even for a woman of her height, and her skin seemed to be glowing. She looked wonderful.

But then his mind flashed back to holding her on the ground. To being pushed away by paramedics. To the hospital. To days of agonized waiting. To her telling him she needed a break…

“Jacinda. Leo. Mia.” SSA Christine Natsu stepped forward with a warm smile.

Mia gave Denae a brief hug as she stepped off the elevator. Denae’s lips pursed, her gaze focused downward, but she murmured something too quiet for Leo or Jacinda to hear.

“Oh, that’s right!” Natsu’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know how I forgot Denae was on your team before. I’m an idiot.”

“No,” Jacinda stepped forward and took a turn hugging Denae, “you just have a lot on your mind. We all do.”

“Leo…” Denae offered a forced smile, and he nodded in return. The smile on his own face probably looked like it had been painted on by a dang clown artist, the way he felt. “How are you?”

“Okay.” He coughed on the simple word and put one fist to his mouth. “Sorry. Air went down the wrong way.”

Denae’s eyes glimmered, tweaking his heart more than he might’ve liked, but he forced any reaction down into the back of his mind for consideration later.

Natsu led their small group to the entrance of the Joint Terrorism Task Force bullpen, Leo bringing up the rear. The heavy door shifted from one person to the next as they passed through, but Denae caught it with her left hip rather than her arm. As Leo grabbed it from Mia, he noticed Denae walking ahead fast, slowly rolling her left shoulder as if to loosen it.

She’d been shot through the armpit.

He couldn’t help watching her as they transferred into a conference room. Noticing how stiffly she moved.

Too late, he realized he’d been staring when she shot him a look, mouthing, I’m fine.

He jolted in his seat, refocusing on the front of the room, where Jacinda and SSA Natsu sat conferring over notes. Mia remained focused on her phone and hadn’t seemed to notice his awkward exchange with Denae.

Across from him, Denae began typing, and Leo realized she had all the old mobility in her hands, which meant something, at least. He’d heard through the grapevine that she’d been able to come back to work with minimal accommodation but stayed mostly on desk duty. After the bullet fragments she’d taken to the left ventricle, he supposed that was better than they could’ve expected after so little time had passed.

Jacinda moved to the front and began briefing Natsu and Denae on what they had on the case so far. Natsu then put the overly simple bomb message up on the whiteboard and read it aloud. “‘Spriggs Street is a message. Decipher it if you can, you useless leeches.’”

Leo nodded, trying to refocus on the case. “Emma and I saw that typed up in the file. How did it come in?”

“By encrypted email.” Denae glared at the message, as if it were a personal affront to her. “We haven’t had any luck tracing it.”

“We know Bennington sent it to Renee Bailey for analysis.” Leo fiddled with his pen, his cheeks warming. Why was he so nervous?

One of Denae’s perfect eyebrows went up. “New member of the team?”

The words didn’t seem to carry any judgment, but Mia’s “no” came out so loudly that anyone would’ve been forgiven for thinking otherwise. She chuckled, awkwardly. “Renee’s a linguistic expert we’ve been working with on the last few cases.”

“The message is eerily emotionless.” SSA Natsu nodded up to the email projected on the board. “No demands. Just…a challenge.”

Jacinda nodded, frowning. “Leo, fill them in on the powder?”

He cleared his throat and fell into a rote report of what little they’d learned from the lab, as well as how the powder had been found on Marigold Florence’s body, in her hair. Denae went a shade ashen upon hearing that Marigold had been murdered and a hand had been left at Emma’s doorstep—apparently, she hadn’t had a full briefing yet.

By the time he’d finished, Natsu had filled a whole piece of paper with notes, and Denae had barely stopped typing once.

Jacinda offered a quick thanks before she glanced at the other SSA. “I promised you the two of us could delve into Bennington’s personal life on our own, to give him what privacy we can. How about we do that now?”

Natsu nodded before turning to Denae. “Denae, if you could dig around for any other bomb threats or events that appear similar to Bennington’s case, I’d appreciate it. Especially if there was any unexpected loss of life that didn’t appear to have traditional explosive signatures. Send anything you find to everyone here.”

“Will do.” Denae nodded, remaining focused on her note-taking.

“Historical data from the GPS in Hogan Badger’s Pathfinder should come in today.”

“While we wait for that, Mia and I will review the street cameras from around Emma’s neighborhood. Maybe we can grab a license plate.” Leo glanced at her for confirmation, and she nodded. “I think her neighborhood’s the better bet, especially since we have a firmer timeline, but we might find something around Marigold’s also. Bennington’s neighborhood has been canvassed by MPD. No cameras caught anything, and no one was up or looking out a window on Friday night or early Saturday morning.”

As everyone stood, Leo couldn’t help watching Denae for any speck of…something. Regret for how they’d left things? Curiosity for tomorrow?

But it shocked him how he felt when she simply seemed to be the consummate professional, focused on a quick goodbye before packing up and getting back to her desk. No lingering glance or knowing smile suggested anything but a collegial relationship between them.

Leo thought he’d gotten used to the emptiness her absence caused.

It was nothing compared to the emptiness of her being right there and still so far away.

He moved in step beside Denae as she exited the room. “Hey.”

She glanced his way, her mouth twitching with something between a smile and a sigh. “Hey yourself.”

“You doing okay?” He immediately regretted the question. Lame.

She nodded, her gaze meeting his. “Getting stronger every day.”

There was a moment there—unspoken but full of understanding.

He lowered his voice. “I just want you to know…I’m grateful for the time we had. I still care. But I get it now. You know what you need better than I do.” Leo hated himself a little bit for letting her go. He couldn’t force her to feel what she didn’t, though.

Denae reached out and touched his hand, and that old spark nearly took his breath. “Same. I’ll always care about you, too, Leo. But, yeah. We’ve got, um, different paths.”

Leo nodded, throat tight. “It’s okay,” he lied. “Um. Wait. I just…” He took a deep breath. “My mom used to say ‘Love today, buddy. Make it special.’ I’ve always taken that to mean that whatever good you have today is something to cherish. And I want you to know, you are always something I’ll love about today. You will always be special. Just…take care of yourself, okay?”

“You too.” Her smile softened, her brown eyes more beautiful than he remembered. “Your mom was a wise woman.”

He watched her turn and walk away down the hall, not looking back.

And it was okay.

Because for once, it actually felt like goodbye.

But a part of him wasn’t sure it would stay that way. There was something in Denae’s eyes Leo hadn’t expected—a softness that didn’t quite match the words they’d said. Maybe not now. Maybe not soon. But the door didn’t feel fully closed.

Whatever he’d expected from seeing Denae in the office again, it hadn’t been that.

But maybe it made sense. The way he’d lost her in his arms and seen her brought back by the paramedics…that had nearly killed him. That day had ripped his heart open and left it bleeding too.

He couldn’t sign up for the possibility of that happening again. Not anytime soon, and maybe not ever. If Denae had pulled him aside and wanted to give their relationship another try, he wasn’t sure what he would’ve said…but maybe that uncertainty said everything.

I couldn’t protect her when it mattered. Couldn’t even fucking revive her or keep her alive before the paramedics did. And if they hadn’t saved her…that would’ve been it.

He swallowed down the memories, stewing in the silence while waiting beside Mia for the elevator to show up. She observed the numbers above the doors pointedly, clearly avoiding his glance.

And that was fine, because he was suddenly gobsmacked by the reality of his situation. While it had been Denae who’d wanted space between them, maybe it had been him who’d actually needed it.

Hell, maybe Denae being Denae meant she’d seen that and just given him the space he needed because they’d started getting too close, in a job that didn’t allow for happy endings between two agents on a team like theirs.

Not that dating anyone else felt like an option right now.

He’d half rationalized that dating an agent made sense because it at least meant his partner could take care of herself. Emma’s relationship with Oren had been ill-fated. If he’d been an agent, on guard all the time, maybe things could’ve turned out differently. Or at least, that was what Leo had told himself.

Now the idea of any relationship at all felt like too giant a risk to take. Friendships might be necessary. Romance, not so much.

The elevator dinged, and as soon as the door opened, Leo stepped inside. As if compartmentalizing himself off from Denae’s new floor might shut down the ruminations in his head.

“Denae seems to be doing well, all things considered.” Mia punched the button for their floor, shooting him a questioning glance. “I didn’t know what to expect. You two been talking?”

“She always lands on her feet.” Evading the question, Leo let his gaze rest on the closing doors. Then he stretched his arms to the ceiling, losing some of the tension he’d built up over their meeting. “But it was good to see her, yeah.”

Change the subject, you moron.

“You and Vance seem to be doing better too. More on the same page.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I think we are. And he’s a lot better. You saw it. He acted like a ball of rage for a while there, but that’s fading. Or at least, he’s redirecting all that rage at Colton fucking Wright.”

Leo let out a small laugh. “Yeah. And he had a real reaction to finding Marigold, even empathy for Emma.” He frowned, wishing the scene didn’t remain so vivid in his mind. Even if it might come in handy for case purposes, somehow.

“I think it had an effect on all of us.” She cracked a small smile. “I’m glad he’s with Emma today. I think that might be good for both of them.”

Leo glanced at her as they exited the elevator. “For you too?”

“For me too.” Mia nodded decisively, speaking more quietly as she went on. “I mean, if you’re asking if there’s a future between Vance and me, I think the damage is done. I don’t blame it on Emma, obviously. Us breaking up would’ve happened eventually.”

“Makes me wonder…you two seemed so good together.” Leo bit his lip, parsing his words. “And with Denae and me ending the way we did…I just think maybe none of us in this job are cut out for long-lasting relationships and real closeness.”

“Okay, Mr. Cynical.” Mia nudged him with her elbow as they moved back into the main area of the VCU. “But you guys are all like family to me, whether you like it or not. That’s closeness if there ever was, including Vance, no matter what our future holds.”

Leo barely refrained from pointing out that he remained the new guy on the team. Hadn’t part of his reason for following Jacinda been to avoid forming tighter ties in Miami? Coming to D.C. hadn’t exactly put him closer to his own family in Iowa, after all.

But maybe Mia was right. Maybe closeness could be just fine as long as they all took care of themselves and each other and didn’t add romance into the mix.

As long as they all stayed on their feet, just like Denae had in the end.
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Despite their recent heart-to-heart the previous week, Emma tended to tread carefully around Vance these days—much as she could anyway—so she’d remained quiet as they’d puttered through post-church traffic on the way to the parking garage Bennington’s team had investigated.

But when they neared Spriggs Street Garage, and her stomach grumbled audibly, she shot him a half smile of apology. “Apparently, my body’s telling me it’s lunchtime even if it’s not on the schedule. Want to grab something after we check this place out?”

Vance’s gaze remained locked on the distance through the windshield. Face expressionless and eyes somewhat hooded.

Emma gave him a second, allowing her gaze to go back to traffic, then land on him again before prodding. “Vance? Earth to Vance?”

He jolted in his seat. “Sorry. What’d you say?”

“Nothing important. Just wondering if you’d want to grab food after we go through the garage. You okay?” She moved into the right lane to pass a red Prius, dipped back in front of it, and looked back to him. “Kind of off in your own world there.”

She shifted in the driver’s seat, realizing he’d been watching her that whole time she’d been speaking and driving. Focused entirely on her now that she’d taken him out of the trance.

Not exactly an improvement.

“I’m fine.” His perfect teeth showed as he bit his lower lip, watching her. “Listen, I just want to apologize for the last few weeks. For my behavior, I mean, to be specific.”

Emma loosened her grip on the wheel, releasing some of the tension that had built up over the last few minutes. She glanced his way, gauging his mood, but saw only the old Vance she’d gotten used to working with. Straitlaced and serious, ready for anything the world threw at them. “You apologized before…”

“And I probably owe you about a hundred more.” He chuckled, and she realized she’d taken a few seconds too long to disagree. “My ego went running wild, Emma, and I was only thinking of myself. Pair your abilities with the issues Mia and I were having, and I ended up dumping a shit ton of emotional baggage into our interactions for no good reason.”

“I know the Other’s a lot to take in.” Emma offered him a half smile. “For me, too, remember.”

“It must’ve been.” He nodded, shifting to face her more directly. “And yet I treated it like a slap in the face to me. I’d gotten into investigating with the idea that I’d end up being the guy with all the answers. Here I was, still thinking like that stupid twenty-two-year-old who went into Quantico, and here you were with these special powers that I’d never even considered possible.”

“Well, to be fair, I hadn’t considered them possible back in my days at Quantico either.”

“You said your first ghost sighting was when you graduated from high school?”

“Oh, it was. But I didn’t acknowledge that until years later. Years. That’s how hard it was for me to understand.” Emma turned left, nearing the garage. “I’d have laughed in your face if you’d told me what I’d become.”

“A good agent?”

She sputtered a laugh. It was a nice thing to hear, even if he meant it as a joke.

“No, a great agent, abilities aside.” His expression grew serious. “We both know that. And we’re both more than capable. I let myself turn into a giant jerk, so, yeah, I’m apologizing again. Being a good investigator means being part of a team, and I need to remember to be grateful for you, not resent you. You’ve got enough to deal with without my jealousy and baggage on top of it.”

Sounds like he means it, Emma girl. You two might finally be partners again.

“You mean baggage like a long-lost sister coming after me?” She wanted to smile for Vance, offer him something that felt normal. But her lips stayed still, heavy with the memory of going back home the previous night. By the time she’d reached her door, the cleaning crew had already been and gone—her friend’s blood scrubbed away like it was just another mess to be erased. “Good time to let go of your jealousy, I’d say.”

His lip quirked, but the humor didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Admittedly, seeing how things have gone recently…my own situation feels petty by comparison. I just want you to know you can count on me. From here on out.”

Vance’s words backed up the understanding she’d felt when talking to Colton in the hospital. “That’s…sweet. I know that, but thanks for saying it.” Emma pulled up to the gate outside the garage with a feeling that her chest had become somewhat lighter than when they’d left the Bureau. “Seriously, I appreciate it.”

“Good.” Vance rubbed his stomach. “Tacos sound good?”

Emma’s mouth watered in response. Regardless of what awaited them inside, it felt good to be talking food with Vance rather than trading jibes. “Sounds great.”

Once inside the parking garage, she referenced the map she’d taken from Bennington’s files that led to the lowest level, and around they went.

They finally parked and hopped out. The underground parking area was a ghost town.

Vance frowned, but then he gave a short nod. “Okay, so I’ll start at one far corner, and you start at the other. If there’s anything else down here, we’ll find it.”

She and Vance walked along opposite sides of the area in search of anything suspicious as they made their way to where the incident happened. She found oil stains, fast-food wrappers, and a brand-new tennis shoe caked in crap along the bottom edge before reaching the spot.

It looked like someone had burned the concrete. Chunks had flaked off, and there was a distinct black patch.

Of course, the Pathfinder was with forensics, and the crime scene tape was down. But it seemed lucky the explosion hadn’t caught the Pathfinder’s gas tank.

“Let’s go check with security about footage.”

Back on ground level, Emma and Vance got out for the second time in ten minutes, and she knocked on Spriggs Street Garage’s security office door, a tiny cubby off from the main entrance.

A large man with a prominent nose gestured them inside, narrowing his eyes at their IDs when they presented them. “What can I do you for?”

Emma introduced them both and told him what they needed.

The man only raised an eyebrow, tilting his head. “I’ve already turned it over to some FBI suits.”

She showed him a picture of Craig Bennington. “To him?”

He peered at the image. “Yeah, I think so.”

Emma offered her best smile. “We’d appreciate if you’d show us the original now.”

The guard grunted. “This place is busy with agents lately. I already showed it to those other ones. And I told them that the guy in the SUV had a heart attack. Had to be. Shit, I’ve seen sparklers more dangerous than that thing they keep calling an explosion. But I understand why you have to take everything seriously, I guess, and be so thorough.”

He stood and gestured for the two of them to follow him to the back corner, where a large array of monitors rested on a countertop. He pointed to the one in the center. “This one’s always trained on the in-and-out ramps. One beside it’s set up to move back and forth over the ramps. All the others…you can see what levels they’re covering. Footage goes back two weeks. Good?”

Emma slid into the chair before the monitors. “Absolutely. Thank you. And can we get your name,” she passed him a card, “in case we need to circle back on anything?”

“Reggie Grayson. But you can just call me Grayson. Did ten years in the Navy and still haven’t learned to answer to my first name.” He moved back toward the desk where he’d been reading a paper before they entered. “Shout if you need me.”

Rather than focusing on the largest monitor, which showed cars coming and going onto the main street out front, Emma scanned the various cameras until she found the one covering the lowest level and pointed it out to Vance.

Pulling up a stool from nearby, Vance gestured to a camera. “Let’s move this one back to Wednesday, late morning, and watch it in quadruple time ’til the bomb does its thing.”

Emma scrolled both cameras back to last Wednesday, stopping at eleven in the morning. Then she upped the speed. The lower level didn’t get much traffic. Finally, after noon, a woman parked, taking two toddlers out of her minivan. Ten minutes passed before she’d gotten them settled in their stroller and moved off toward the pedestrian elevator.

Sporadically, cars came, parked, their drivers got out, some returned, and left. Pretty standard stuff all afternoon.

At a quarter to four, though, a black Cadillac, an older model CTS sedan, came down the ramp and parked. Nobody got out.

“That’s got to be one of our guys. The time’s right.” Vance leaned back in his chair, linking his hands behind his head.

Emma marked down the license plate number, which showed in clear view. “The report from Mia and Leo this morning said that Bennington put out a BOLO on this Cadillac. Let me see what he found out about the owner.” She pulled up the report on her phone while she watched the footage.

Within three minutes, a tan Nissan Pathfinder pulled in and parked several spaces away from the Caddy. The driver’s window rolled down, and a tattoo-covered arm reached out to use the exterior handle to open the door.

Vance tapped the screen. “Look at that. The Pathfinder’s got some sort of cover over the license plate. Forensics didn’t mention that.”

He was right. The plates were obscured.

Emma glanced over at him. “They didn’t need to. We’re late to the game, and they probably thought we knew. Right around four, though.”

“Makes it easy for us.” Vance grunted, pointing to the front door of the Cadillac as it opened and a scrawny man climbed out.

Leaning forward, Emma waited for a better view, but the man, thin as hell, had a cap pulled down over his face. He popped open the trunk but didn’t pull anything out. Empty-handed, he headed over to the Pathfinder.

With the driver’s side door of the Pathfinder open, a large man, thickly built, started to step out but was yanked backward. He struggled with something before finally getting free and climbing out. A duffel bag followed, one handle clutched in his meaty fingers, the other presumably having gotten caught on the steering wheel or the gear stick as he dragged it out of the passenger seat. Lord knew how many times Emma had done the same thing with her purse.

“There’s Hogan Badger, all three hundred pounds of him.” Vance whistled. “That’s a big boy.”

Badger passed the duffel to the skinny guy, who glanced inside it before zipping it shut. They chatted for a few minutes, and the whole exchange looked like a drug deal to Emma. But there was no sign of an exchange—no money, no other items. Just the bag.

Neither man appeared particularly frazzled. Emma did what she could to memorize the appearance of the thin guy. Comparing his height to Badger’s, she guessed he was about six-one. Nondescript clothing and the ballcap made other details hard to parse, though medium-brown curls escaped the edge of his hat. And he looked white or light-skinned.

Not exactly a guy we could pick out of a lineup.

When the brief conversation was over, the thin guy tossed the bag into the trunk of the Caddy, got in, and drove away.

Badger pulled out his phone and typed a short message before heading back to the Pathfinder. Outside the open door, he lit a cigarette, then slid into the driver’s seat. But as he slammed the door, his head jerked at a distant honk somewhere in the garage, and the cigarette fell from his mouth into the floorboard.

Whoosh.

Something bright, like Fourth of July sparklers, ignited inside the vehicle. A blue burst followed.

Panicked, Badger clawed at his neck and face. Giving that up, he scrabbled at the door handle, terror taking over. His fingers stretched as he reached out a tattooed arm, but there was no one to help him.

Seconds later, he collapsed against the steering wheel.

“Whoa. What just happened?” Emma paused the video, frowning as she tried to piece it together. “I didn’t see an exchange. And I didn’t see the contents. Badger just handed the skinny guy the duffel.”

“Roll it back.”

She did, stopping just before the Pathfinder pulled into place. “Let’s see if slo-mo helps.” She tapped the playback speed control, slowing the footage by half.

Frame by frame, they rewatched Badger’s arm poke out to open the door. His left foot appeared, then his head. He jerked to a stop…

“There.” Emma tapped the screen. “The duffel was in the passenger seat. It got hooked on the steering wheel as he was getting out.”

Vance leaned in. “Sure did. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

She sure was.

“We know the bag was unzipped when he handed it over. So when it got snagged, some of the powder must’ve fallen out and landed in the floorboard?”

Vance was nodding. “And when he climbed back in, he was trying to light his cigarette and didn’t notice.”

Emma deeply wished they had a better angle, but this theory made too much sense to ignore. Why else would a person involved with making a highly flammable material light up near it?

She hit Play again, and Badger finished getting out of the vehicle.

“There.” Emma tapped the screen. “Look at that. Powder on his shoe. That’s how it got onto the garage floor.”

“Unbelievable. An unzipped bag and a cigarette.” Vance snapped his fingers. “Death.”

Emma wasn’t sure if she trusted the evidence in front of her. A deep feeling of foreboding churned in her stomach. “Can that blue powder do something like that so fast?”

“With so little?” Vance sounded as sick as she felt.

“How much could that duffel bag be holding?”

Neither of them answered out loud. Emma tried to absorb this new information. She didn’t want to think about the quantity that had been driven out of the garage.

Whatever this powder contained, it’d suffocated Badger in moments. A large quantity could take out a whole building of people with minimal fire damage.

It boggled her mind.

Vance sat back in his seat. “We have to find that duffel bag. That Cadillac is somewhere. We need to find it.”

Emma turned and waved toward the desk, calling out when their security guard didn’t look up. “Grayson? Could you come look at this for a second?”

He took his time putting his newspaper down before pushing himself to his feet.

The guard leaned in over her, face scrunched. “Find what you’re looking for?”

“Maybe.” She rewound the footage and pointed to the relevant Cadillac shot. “Do you recognize this vehicle?”

“No, but people come and go. It’s a parking garage, so that’s no surprise.”

“People don’t need decals to park here?” Vance asked. “Isn’t this a federal garage?”

Grayson chuckled. “Nah. Government types park here, but we don’t have the security of a garage devoted just to government employees. Anyone can park here as long as they’re willing to pay for the privilege. That be all?”

Emma pulled up Bennington’s report on the Cadillac as Grayson shuffled off back to his paper. “Bennington sent out that BOLO and tracked down the owner, but no one was at home when he visited.”

“And he was killed before he could follow up.” Vance was grim. “Who’s the owner?”

“Car’s registered to an Olive Allard.”

“Looking her up now.” Vance glanced at the address associated with the car, cross-checking what he’d just pulled up on his own phone. “Okay, here she is. Dead as Badger, it appears. For just under a year now.”

“So how do we get from a dead woman’s car to the skinny guy driving it?”

“He looks like the poster child for two-bit felons. He stole it?”

“Inherited it?” Emma went to MeFace and searched Olive Allard. “Bingo.” She turned and showed Vance a picture of Olive Allard standing beside a beautiful rosebush in her yard. “Her account isn’t active, but it still exists.” She scrolled through, going back years.

“I see where you’re going with this, Last. Olive is tall and rail thin.”

Emma clicked on a birthday photo with about a dozen people in it. “Olive could also be,” she looked through the comments, “Aunt Olive. Could this be our guy?” She tapped on the face of a tall, skinny-as-hell, “two-bit-looking” felon with his arm around Olive’s shoulder and nearly clapped. “And good ole Aunt Olive even tagged him. Dane Cornman.”

Vance plugged the name into his phone. “Gear up for some questioning. Has a record. Been clean for a couple years at this point and is no longer on parole. He’s currently employed by a grocery store on the other side of town. And his home address is in the same zip code, on the way to his place of work.”

“Hopefully he still lives there.” Emma shut down her tablet and glanced back at the lanky man on the monitor screen. Dane Cornman. “Let’s go find him and have a chat. And let’s hope he hasn’t blown himself up.”
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They spotted Aunt Olive’s Caddy parked outside Dane Cornman’s place of residence.

What were the chances? It clearly hadn’t been there all week, or MPD would’ve had it in their possession by now.

Emma parked directly beside the old black CTS Cadillac—recognizable enough from the parking garage footage—and gave it a once-over. Maybe she hadn’t keyed in on the model via the security footage, but this car certainly matched the one they’d seen in the garage, plate included. It was an older model up close, much older. Aunt Olive Allard was probably his great aunt.

Vance hadn’t unbuckled his seat belt quite yet, but Emma was already out. She glanced inside the vehicle, searching for guns or anything else that might be suspicious. Crumpled fast-food bags littered the floor, but nothing else could be glimpsed aside from a standard cell-phone holder and a faded air freshener. And she didn’t have X-ray vision to check the trunk. Not yet. But Jacinda was already working on a warrant, so it was only a matter of time.

“I’m glad I can’t smell the inside.” Emma stretched her back, wondering if these apartment complexes were all designed to be confusing.

Vance headed up the pavers, already locked in on Dane Cornman’s front door. One of a hundred-plus black doors dotting the light-gray buildings—all two-story town houses that had seen better days, at least based on the faded and dented siding—the entrance to Cornman’s place didn’t boast anything unique. No colorful curtains, no fancy little bird fountain like the one his neighbor had…nothing.

Vance held up a fist to knock and announce themselves.

The door flew open before his fist met the wood.

Wearing jeans and an old bar t-shirt, Dane Cornman appeared even lankier than he had in the video, and his unwashed hair glistened with grease. With pinched eyes, he focused in on Emma’s face, then Vance’s. He was holding a bowl of cereal. “Help you, Agents?” he asked, then scooped up a bite of his soggy whatever-it-was.

Vance stood back, not bothering to hide the up-and-down once-over he offered. “Dane Cornman?”

“Yeppers.”

“We’re here to ask about a trip you made to a parking garage last week. In that Caddy?” Vance pointed to the ancient vehicle.

The man licked his lips and set his bowl down somewhere just inside the door, doing a shitty job of hiding the fact that he’d suddenly become nervous. “That a crime?”

Emma smiled, taking a small step to the side so that she might see behind Cornman, but she only got a glimpse of a wall.

“Fucking government even wants to police where we drive and park when the whole world’s covered in asphalt?” Cornman released a false chuckle that dried up when neither Emma nor Vance laughed along with him. “Look, my friend said to meet him there. Had to give me something he borrowed, and we picked that place out as the halfway point.”

“We saw you on security footage. Kind of goes along with meeting on public property. That duffel looked mighty heavy.” Emma watched as his eyes went wide.

Vance did chuckle at that.

Cornman sneered at him before looking back to Emma. “Yeah, camping equipment. Found some nice stuff on Craigslist.”

This guy had to be the single stupidest criminal she’d ever met.

“So the camping equipment?” Vance shrugged, gesturing to Cornman’s car. “Maybe it’s still in Aunt Olive’s trunk?”

“That’s my car. She left it to me. And I pay for it. Just got it back from the mechanic, in fact.”

Well, that explained why the BOLO had gone nowhere for the last few days.

“And like I’d show you without a warrant.” Cornman swallowed, tucking his hands into his pockets. “You got one of those to go along with your badges?”

Ignoring the question, Emma waited for him to meet her eyes. “Why that parking garage, Mr. Cornman?”

Cornman glanced back and forth between them, doing all but shuffling on his feet with anxiety. “Look, I ain’t telling you two anything more without a lawyer. There’s a difference between what’s my business and what’s yours, like it or not. Parking garage seemed like a good place for me and my buddy to meet, so we did.”

“Your buddy. The guy from Craigslist?” Emma crossed her arms. “Mr. Cornman, we’re trying to help you help us.”

“Like I haven’t heard that before.” He squawked a laugh. “Am I under arrest?” He backed up a few steps.

Vance cursed under his breath. “Not yet.”

Emma barely registered Vance’s comment. She met his eyes, though, and they came to an unspoken agreement. They needed to see where Cornman went throughout the day and the coming days. If they were patient, he’d lead them straight to the Blue Crush and, if Emma didn’t miss her guess, Lydia.

Cornman came back with a hoodie on and his arms out, wrists together.

Emma had to fight back a laugh.

“Look,” Cornman let his arms drop by his sides, “if you’re not gonna arrest me, get off my welcome mat. ’Cause guess what?”

“We’re not welcome?” Emma grinned, gesturing at her feet. “But it says we are, right here.”

Well, kind of. The mat was so worn that only the W was clearly visible.

Cornman glared at her. “Knock again if you want to arrest me. Otherwise, I’m going back to my day.” He backed up and slammed the door in their faces, hard enough to shake the wood in its frame.

“Friendly asshole, isn’t he?” Vance leaned sideways, peering toward the center of the curtains, but shook his head in disgust. “And bright too.”

Emma led the way back to their SUV. “Well, at least we had foresight. We have some tacos waiting for us.”

“While we sit on this guy. Nice.” Vance slumped into the passenger seat, nodding when Emma pointed over to the edge of the lot, where three SUVs resembling their own sat parked near each other. They’d blend right in.

“Gotta love the desire to be like the rest.” Emma backed their SUV between a gray one and another black one. At mid-afternoon on a Sunday, it seemed plenty of people had no reason to be out instead of settled happily in front of their televisions. “Ready to babysit?”

Vance nodded, already typing away at his phone. “Fine by me. I’m updating Jacinda.”

He sent the text, then took out the tacos and divvied them up.

When his phone buzzed, he tapped the screen. “It’s a go.”

Emma studied Cornman’s door, leaning her seat back farther so they might blend in a bit better or simply make it less obvious that two people sat waiting in a parked vehicle. “The guy’s sketchy and a bad liar and will likely go to jail for the bomb antics in the garage, but I don’t think a whole duffel bag worth of ‘camping equipment’ is in Aunt Olive’s trunk.”

“Me neither. Which is why we’re sitting here, in a car reeking of tacos.” Their phones both dinged, and Vance read over the message before looking back up. “Leo said email analysis suggests the bomb threat might’ve come from the same person directing Hank Barnaby, but it’s so short, there’s no guarantee. ‘Useless leeches’ isn’t exactly copyrighted material apparently. Renee’s still on it.”

With nothing to do but wait, Emma settled back into her seat.

Twenty minutes later, she shifted forward as movement caught her eye—not at the front door like she expected, but along the side of the building. A man in a gray hoodie slipped out from behind a row of scraggly bushes, keeping low as he moved. He didn’t look in a hurry. Just…careful.

She tapped Vance’s arm. “Hey.”

He blinked, coming alert. “That him?”

“Looks like it.”

The man kept close to the building, never fully stepping into the open until he reached the rusted-out Cadillac. He paused beside it, dug into his pocket, and lit a cigarette.

Emma narrowed her eyes. “He’s giving himself time to check the lot.”

“Not as dumb as he looks,” Vance muttered. “Just not trained.”

They watched as Cornman inhaled slowly, the ember flaring at the tip of the cigarette. He made a lazy sweep of the parking lot, but didn’t linger long enough to really clock anything.

“Half-assed once-over.” Emma was glad they weren’t facing up against someone with excellent situational awareness. “Just enough to tell himself he looked.”

When he finally slid into the driver’s seat and pulled out, Emma waited several beats, allowing a handful of cars to get between them before easing out onto the street.

Vance pulled out his phone. “He’s cautious, not clever. I’ll update the others.”

At the next street, Cornman took a left toward the warehouse district, but a few blocks in, he made another left. Then another.

Emma pulled into an empty parking spot. “Three lefts in a row. He’s either lost or checking for a tail.” After two more vehicles went by, she pulled onto the street again.

“Smooth, but not smooth enough.”

Emma hoped that was true.

Cornman turned again, this time down a street that led toward a fast-food joint nestled beside a storage unit business.

“This guy.” Vance threw his hands up. “What now, laundry and a haircut?”

Emma laughed out loud but didn’t let off the gas, driving past and pulling into a strip mall parking lot about fifty feet away. She took a sip of water as Cornman crept through the drive-through line and collected his paper bag like this was a normal Sunday afternoon.

Dinner in hand, he doubled back.

Emma stayed with him, four car lengths behind. “Surely he didn’t go through all that trouble for just a burger.”

She was right.

Cornman drove right past his complex and continued on, heading, oddly enough, toward the Bureau.

“You think he’s making our job easier? Going to turn himself in?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice.” Emma flashed Vance a grin.

“Might as well get arrested on a full stomach.”

Driving more confidently now, Cornman breezed past the field office, took a sharp right, and pulled into the front lot of Green’s Discount Furniture, a squat brick building tucked just behind the Bureau.

A prominent closed sign hung crooked in the glass door, but Cornman didn’t seem to care. He stepped out, drink in one hand, bag in the other, walked straight to the door, and let himself in.

Emma drove on past and spotted a row of parked cars within view of the store. She pulled in behind them.

“Door wasn’t locked, even though the place says it’s closed.” Vance gestured to the right and left, spanning the front of the store. “And there are plenty of vehicles here. Place seems busy, considering…”

“Shall we talk about the bigger issue?” Emma faced him.

“As in, why, if this place is shady, they’re operating in the shadow of the Bureau?”

“Either genius or beyond stupid.” Emma tried to make it all make sense. “Either way, it feels like the kind of ballsy move the daughter of Celeste Foss would make.”

“Not to mention Colton fucking Wright, with his big-ass immoral compass and giant ego.”

Emma glanced around. Across the street, an insurance business had its own parking lot for customers—mostly empty—and none of the businesses surrounding the closed furniture store were hurting for parking either. Sunday traffic remained at a minimum.

She grinned at Vance, already dialing Jacinda. When the SSA answered, she spoke fast. “Jacinda, we followed Dane Cornman to a furniture store. Green’s Discount.”

“The store behind the Bureau?” Jacinda barked out a laugh of surprise.

“Yeah. Parking lot’s full of cars, but the place has a closed sign up. And Cornman walked right in, ignoring the sign, like he owned the place.”

A keyboard clicked over the speaker. “I’ll be damned. It’s owned by a shell company…hell, this is bingo territory. It’s the same shell company that owned the empty warehouse you and Leo followed that Honda Civic to, the one that delivered the gun to Jack Darko’s. But you say this place is…busy?”

“Busy as a hive.” Vance nodded toward three people who’d just scooted out the front door, heading to a small black van parked in the lot. “And just begging for us to ask questions.”

“I’ll start drafting a warrant. What do I need to know?”

Emma laid out the footage of Dane Cornman receiving a duffel bag, one that seemed to contain explosive material leading to Hogan Badger’s death. She reported Badger’s delivery of the duffel bag to Cornman, who placed it in a Cadillac. Cornman and the Cadillac in question were now both at Green Discount Furniture Store, which showed unusual activity for a closed business.

The clicking of Jacinda’s keyboard told Emma the warrant was as good as theirs. “I’m submitting the probable cause affidavit. Come on back for the moment so we can organize at the office. I’ll call in some people to stay on the furniture store. Update me if anything changes in the meantime.”

The trio of men pulled a box from the delivery van and hurried it back into the front door of the furniture store. Didn’t even bother to glance in their direction.

Emma hung up, and with a deep breath, turned off the SUV and settled back to wait once again. Vance undid his seat belt, fidgeting, but he wore a tight smile.

All that action surrounding this place…Lydia must be here. Or at least her crew is. And she’s not sneaking away this time.
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Settled at his desk, Leo first revisited their file on Hank Barnaby, mostly to get it out of the way. And it didn’t take long. As he suspected, Barnaby had fallen into crime so quickly and abruptly after his son’s death, he hadn’t had time to form many connections in the criminal world, let alone any relationship with someone who could be considered an accomplice.

If he had to guess, Barnaby had likely been lured into that world. Probably by the woman he’d kidnapped Vance with—Lydia.

He felt like he was playing a Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon game.

Hank Barnaby was manipulated to kill by Lydia Foss Smith, who was in a relationship with former special agent Colton Wright, who led them to Blue Crush, a large quantity of which was passed in a duffel back from Hogan Badger to Dane Cornman.

Dane Cornman, their current point of inquiry.

“I’m cross-checking Cloaks arrests with Cornman.” He spoke as he typed, if only to tell Mia he’d moved on from focusing on one killer to the next. “But if you’ve already found something, anything…”

“Not yet.” She leaned closer to her computer screen, frowning. “Other than the fact that some detectives need a spelling class.”

Leo chuckled but kept typing, expanding his search backward as red No Results Found messages popped up.

Then…pay dirt.

“Listen to this.” Leo scanned the screen to summarize the development to his partner. “Barry Little, Norman Little’s father, got arrested at the same time as Dane Cornman about six years ago. Drug charges got filed but didn’t go anywhere because of a faulty search-and-seizure procedure. Cops pulled them for a traffic stop, and the judge determined there wasn’t reasonable cause to search the trunk, which is where officers found the drugs. Dane Cornman and Barry Little were in the main vehicle cops took property from, which means we know they rode together.”

Mia grinned. “Looks like Cornman’s an established runner for the Cloaks. That’s something.”

Leo phoned Emma.

Emma picked up after only the second ring.

Leo filled her in.

“I like it. The MPD is going to spot us for a little while. See you as soon as they get here.”

He signed off the call and pushed up from his desk. Jacinda hadn’t left her office since Denae headed off. Updating her in person would also give him a chance to get a read on her thoughts about their former teammate too. His heart hurt, thinking about it, but he just wanted to know for sure she was okay.

Lessons learned and heeded. What he had here on the team made up all the family relationship he needed, aside from Yaya and his brothers.

If not for his connection to Jacinda, he never would’ve ended up at the D.C. VCU, which had turned out to be a dream job. Jacinda had seen the potential in him in Miami and brought him along for the assignment as a result. And if he weren’t so connected to his team, they wouldn’t have half the success they did.

Leo knocked on Jacinda’s door, stepping aside and leaning on the wall next to it when she called out to give her a second. Around him, the VCU’s bullpen spread out like a home away from home more than any standard workplace. A home for a family he was proud to have, one way or another.
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Emma recognized the back of Sloan’s head as soon as she stepped back into the VCU’s bullpen. The strawberry blond perched on the side of an empty desk, back to the main door. She wore a pair of her signature brightly colored boots, a flash of rainbow beneath her dark trousers.

“Sloan!” Emma grinned as the woman twisted and stood up from the desk, already hurrying to give her a hug. “How are you?”

“Good.” Sloan’s hazel eyes went hooded. “Well, sorry to see you on this account. I heard about your…friend. How are you doing? Come on, let’s sit. Leo and Mia needed food after skipping lunch, and I told them I’d wait around to meet up with you.”

“Yeah, we saw them leaving. Vance tagged along for a gazillionth coffee.”

Emma let the other agent pull her into the team’s breakroom, and she followed Sloan’s lead, pulling a cup from a stack and pouring them both some coffee. “I’m doing okay, but it’s really good to see you. I guess you’ve been briefed?”

Sloan ripped open some sweetener and dumped it into her cup. “Yeah, Jacinda filled me in after I came from the lab. I have to tell you, I can’t figure anything out about that substance either. I trust Bennington’s instincts on it, but I can’t say more than that right now.”

A curse escaped Emma without her meaning it to, and she sat at the little table in the room without prompting. “I was afraid you’d say that. I guess the next thing is…did Jacinda tell you about this case being connected to two other cases?”

Sloan sipped her coffee and put it down. “Jacinda didn’t say much. But everyone knows about the arrest of Agent Colton Wright. Big gossip inside these walls. Damn, it’s amazing he’s even alive to talk about it. Fill me in on everything?”

Emma nodded, keeping her hands around the hot coffee cup as she moved through a fast summary of what they knew.

Hank Barnaby had kidnapped Vance alongside a woman they now believed to be Emma’s sister—Lydia. But with Barnaby dead, that lead ended in silence.

Then there was Norman Little, a member of the Cloaks, tied to a string of weapons pilfered from the Salem armory. Those same guns had been used to kill Officers Greg Darby and Freddy Gorik from the Eighth Precinct. The shooter in both cases? Agent Colton Wright.

But no one knew that at the time—not until Norman shot Colton during the attack on the Eighth Precinct. Even then, it wasn’t clear who they had in custody.

“By the time we realized the truth,” Emma softened her voice, “Colton had nearly strangled Mia in his hospital room.”

Sloan sucked in a deep breath. “What?” Her hand went to her mouth. “Is she…God, is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” Emma squeezed her hand. “Shaken up, obviously. But physically, she’s okay. He didn’t finish what he started.”

Sloan sat back in her chair, eyes unfocused for a beat. “I know we…well, she hated me for a long time, but, Jesus, she didn’t deserve that.”

She was right.

After Ned Logan’s death, Mia had blamed Sloan—furious that she’d rejected his proposal just hours before the crash that killed her brother. That anger simmered between them for years. But during a case that ended in a bomb standoff, Mia finally admitted she’d been wrong. The past hadn’t vanished, but the weight of it had finally begun to lift.

Sloan rubbed her temple. “Why the hell would he go after Mia?”

Emma exhaled slowly. “Because she’s my friend. Because she was in the room. But mostly? Because he hates us. The Bureau. All of it. That hate goes back a long way…decades.”

Sloane’s brows lifted, wary but curious. “Did you discover why?”

“His mother was caught in the crossfire during a takedown years ago. Retired Agent Ron Knight shot her by mistake during the raid on Crooked Carl Kinkade.” Emma took a sip of coffee. “It wasn’t clean. It wasn’t justice. But it was the Bureau, and that was enough. Colton’s been stewing in that loss ever since. Turned it into something sharp. Lethal.”

Sloane whistled low. “So this was never about revenge on one person. It’s about all of us.”

“Exactly.” Hatred mixed with dread. “But that’s not all.”

Taking a steadying breath, Emma finished telling her the rest. Marigold’s severed hand. Craig Bennington’s dismembered body. The At Last, blood for blood message above the fireplace.

Bennington’s investigation. Badger’s death by an unknown substance.

“A mysterious blue powder was found at that site. This same powder was found in my friend Marigold’s hair. The powder matched PETN, as you know. And Colton is the one who called it Blue Crush.”

“Blue Crush.” Sloan cocked her head, tapping a finger on her lower lip.

Emma gave her a minute to digest everything. It felt wrong, leaving out her ability because it had helped them get where they were, but after the few weeks they’d had, Sloan might just think she’d lost her mind and tell Jacinda the same.

But even holding back the bit about the Other, big as it might be, chatting with Sloan felt good. In between talk about Barnaby and Little and Colton and the woman who’d hired them all—Lydia—they complained about the coffee and relaxed into the conversation.

Emma felt herself gain back some of the confidence she’d lost when she walked into Marigold’s place to find her body spread out before her. Sloan had to be one of the most competent agents she knew. And her presence would be a huge gain on this case.

Sloan reached out and touched Emma’s wrist. “You’re not okay. And it’s okay to not be okay. This is me, remember?”

Heat prickled behind Emma’s eyes, but she swallowed it down, past the rising lump in her throat, until it sank into her gut like a weight. “It’s been…a lot. But thank you.”

The ball of emotion she’d begun fighting bristled, calling her on the lie.

“I guess…” She stumbled, torn between the Other and truth. Between her friend and the truth. “It’s just guilt. To think this happened to Marigold because of me. And now, knowing that the killer is my family. My sister…and I killed her mother up in Salem. Maybe we prevented a lot of suffering by catching up with Celeste Foss, but I just wish…”

Sloan nodded, hand still bracing Emma’s wrist with support. “You wish things could’ve been different.”

“Yeah. I wish I had a normal family, at least.” Emma laughed, too loudly now that emotion had begun creeping up on her from behind again. “Not even normal…just a sane family.”

“You do.” Sloan smiled when Emma froze again, meeting her gaze in confusion. “You even have a sister who actually cares about you. More than one.”

Emma shook her head. “You know about my family. You know⁠—”

“Me.” Sloan gripped her wrist hard before releasing her to sip the bad coffee with a grimace. “And Mia. Denae and Jacinda too. And I’m sure you can consider Leo and Vance your brothers.”

The ball of emotion came rolling back up Emma’s throat. She took a deep breath.

“Family isn’t just about blood, Emma. It’s about the people who support and care about you.”

“I know that.” Emma’s voice trembled, so she swallowed and tried again. “But that’s logic, you know? And I still can’t shake the guilt. Having you all is wonderful, more than I dreamed of, but it doesn’t change the fact that my actual blood family, the only other remaining member, is committing horrific, murderous acts because of me. Out of jealousy or revenge or whatever false delusions she’s built up for herself.”

“Or because of Colton Wright.” Sloan’s brow creased, empathy practically bleeding from her.

“I don’t follow?”

“You and Vance are convinced they were together from when you interrogated him.”

“True.”

“They’ve probably been together a long time, feeding off each other. Wright’s a Yale grad. I bet that’s where they met. I imagine that pairing is part of the reason things have elevated to this point, and it’ll be interesting to see what happens now that we have one half of that ‘broken heart’ chain under our watch.”

“Well, I imagine Lydia thinks she killed him.”

“That’s quite an escalation. She’s probably in reactive mode right now.”

Emma gave in to the impulse to hug her. She leaned forward, nearly spilling her coffee as she pushed it aside, and gave the other woman a fast, hard hug.

“I do understand, Emma,” Sloan said, releasing the embrace. “As much as anyone can anyway. But just know this. Once we stop your biological sister, the family that’s left will be the one that counts. I promise you that.”

Emma forced a smile. “That…was a lot. Thank you for…listening. Talk about a reunion, huh?”

Sloan grinned. “Hey, I so rarely see underneath your armor. This conversation’s been a huge boost to my ego. We should do this more often…”

The joke might’ve gone on, but the door to the breakroom flew open behind them, and Emma twisted just in time to see Jacinda leaning into the room.

“There you two are. The warrant came through. I’ve got SWAT at the ready for Green’s Discount Furniture, and we need to move. Ready?”

“Wait. What? Green’s?”

“How did I leave that out?” Emma smacked her forehead. “My sister’s headquarters, if that’s where she is, is right behind us.”

“Stranger than fiction.” Sloan shook her head, standing.

Emma popped to her feet and dropped both their cups in the trash. “Absolutely.”

With Sloan following her, Emma moved on Jacinda’s heels as they left the breakroom. But she skidded to a halt when she spotted Denae beside her old desk, a look of confusion briefly furrowing her brow before she swiped a hand up to tuck a stray curl behind her ear.

“Hey, Emma. Sloan, good to see you.”

Jacinda made a beeline for her office. “Meet at the elevator in three.”

“Thanks for your help on this, Denae.” Emma glanced back and forth between her and Sloan, searching for an out before the conversation got emotional. She’d had enough of that for one day.

Jacinda was back a second later, coming to the rescue. “Grab your gear and let’s move. Denae, stick close to your phone.” She all but flew past them, heading for the elevator.

Emma took the opportunity to grab the bag she’d dropped by her desk before following her out. The other woman’s head was high, projecting all the confidence of a capable agent. And she’d always been more than capable, Emma knew, but this wasn’t a normal case.

Sloan glanced at her, a squint to her eye like she might be reading Emma’s face for a secret. But then she smiled. “It’s good to be working together again, Emma. Let’s do this.”

It’s time to go stop your unhinged biological sister, Emma girl. And like Sloan said, you’ve got plenty of family without her.


20




My phone buzzed with an incoming text. From Dane.

FBI came knocking at my place. I’m here. Need 2 talk 2u.

Here? Surely the asshole didn’t mean here, as in the furniture store?

A second later, he confirmed that he was, indeed, upstairs.

Were you followed?

The three dots dancing on the screen made me want to throw my phone.

Naw. 2 careful 4 that.

I didn’t believe him for a second.

“Idiot.” First the garage mess and now this?

The tunnels pressed close and stank of dusty plaster. I didn’t need focus thrown off. Paranoid men were useless men.

I stared at the text and tried to decide my next step. If he was nervous enough to come straight to me, he was spooked enough to make mistakes. After all, I was scarier than the FBI. To him, at least.

But not to Emma.

She was a different animal.

My boots clacked against concrete as I paced, phone in hand, trying to concentrate. Maybe they hadn’t connected the dots. Not yet. Maybe Dane was being dramatic, like last month when he swore there were bugs in the warehouse. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to freak out and make a break for it, so I needed to keep cool. Wait to see what shook out.

Dane’s text pinged again.

Should we bug out?

I ground my teeth. For Dane, it was that simple. Pack up. Split. Bail. I shoved the phone in my pocket, the itch to punch something clawing at my knuckles. One thing for sure—I had a spooked lackey and that would probably lead to more.

Maybe he was right. If we packed up now, maybe we’d be ahead of it. Leave all this mess and make a new start. Clean. It wouldn’t be the first time I had to start from scratch. The thought grated like gravel on sunburn.

But it wouldn’t just be a fresh start. It would be a surrender.

And Emma would win.

Every part of me knew it was wrong. Knew we’d lose more than time. All these people Colton pulled in—how many would stick with me if I bailed now?

I should just get it over with. Put them out of their misery. Let them in on the maybe-news and watch them scatter like cockroaches under a light. Cut and run. Maybe Barnaby had a point about gangbangers.

Useless leeches.

But she’d expect that, wouldn’t she? Emma. The loyal one. The golden girl. She’d be counting on me to fold when the walls started to crack.

I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

My dearest sister deserved to know it was her fault. Every second of it.

I closed my eyes and let the scene unfurl in my mind—my masterpiece, in vivid color. Emma, up on the second floor with her precious VCU. Jacinda nearby. That quiet one with the sharp eyes. The boy toys. All of them working, laughing, thinking they were on the right side of history. Thinking they were safe.

Then chaos.

The first scream. The smell. Blue Crush filling the vents, rolling under doors. Each floor hit with precision—my men tossing cellophane-wrapped balls like party favors. Gas masks on. No warning.

I would take the second floor myself.

I’d walk through that fire, flick the lighter, and watch Emma’s eyes as she realized what was happening. Realized she couldn’t save anyone. That her entire team was dying because of her.

And in those final, ragged breaths, I would be the last thing she saw.

That was why I was going through all this expense and trouble. That moment would be worth it all.

It would’ve been easier to just kill her. I could’ve rigged her car. Slipped Blue Crush into her apartment. Waited and watched until the job was done. But that would’ve been mercy. And mercy wasn’t the point.

Emma needed to suffer. To die knowing she was the reason every single person around her was inhaling their last breath.

But I hadn’t thought they’d get this close.

And now…maybe that was a gift.

Because I still had time.

My stomach clenched as I pulled the phone from my pocket. Dane said he hadn’t been followed, but I didn’t trust his version of careful. Maybe they were already sniffing around the furniture store. Maybe they hadn’t found the tunnel entrance yet—but how long would that last?

Worse…

Did Colton give us up before he died? Or at least drop clues?

“No.”

I’d kill him again if he did.

I stared at Dane’s message again. If it really was just a knock on his apartment door, maybe we had time. Maybe. But if they were on to the store—if they were upstairs right now—I couldn’t risk them stumbling over what was down here, underneath.

Rage like I’d never known filled me like hot lava flowing through my veins.

It wasn’t fair.

Emma always had help, didn’t she? Always had someone watching her back.

Maybe I can hold steady. Ride it out.

But even if Emma and her team didn’t know exactly what they were looking for, the fact that they might enter the store meant they were close enough. Too close. Too damn close.

And if they found the tunnel…

One thing was for sure…we couldn’t carry on as usual. Not if they started digging around upstairs.

My feet moved before I consciously decided.

Two long strides down the tunnel.

“New game plan. We collapse this access point and shift everything to go through the warehouse.”

They stopped what they were doing—shovels frozen mid-lift.

The furniture store gave us easier access, sure, but the warehouse entrance was safer. More isolated. If the Feds did pay a visit upstairs, they would be practically standing on top of us.

We were so close.

“What’s going on?” That was Tobias, if I didn’t miss my guess. It was darker in this corner, and all these guys looked alike to me. “Is it⁠—”

“Probably nothing. But maybe something.”

They shifted, expectant.

“Prep everything. Then move topside. We might have company soon. Let’s show them we’re happy to have them. A welcome party.”

And in the back of my mind, gears were already turning.

Should I end it now?

Toss the balls of Blue Crush and watch my enemies—so many of them gathered in my name—drop like dominoes, breathless and blue?

It was tempting. So damn tempting. Just get it over with. Let it be done.

But what if Emma wasn’t part of the raid? What if only SWAT stormed in while she stayed outside, waiting for the all-clear like the careful little leader she was?

No. I couldn’t risk that.

I wanted her present. I wanted her aware.

Blue Crush was the finale, not the opening act.

Another idea occurred to me. I had another trick up my sleeve, this one not meant to kill but to rattle them. Create confusion. Chaos. Noise.

Enough to scramble their heads and buy us time.

Yes. This would be perfect.
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Emma eased the SUV to a stop behind a nondescript service van a block from the furniture store. As she stepped out, she scanned the area—tactical trucks flanking side streets, SWAT teams piling out. Nearby, unmarked vehicles sat quietly, their occupants still as shadows, eyes on the building.

They’d all been briefed thirty minutes ago. The SWAT leader, a no-nonsense former Marine named Mike Beck, had walked them through the layout and contingencies. Now everyone waited for his signal.

Emma adjusted her vest as the comm crackled softly in her ear. When Beck gave the go, she started walking.

Sloan fell in step beside her, her expression flat but electric. “You ready?”

Emma tugged her tactical vest tighter. “Let’s end this.”

A man in SWAT gear was already waving Jacinda and the team over, so Emma hurried to catch up. She and Sloan filled in the small circle around him as he began speaking. “I’m Doug Janz, and I’ll be your point man on Bravo Team. Your team will be stacking with mine, so you follow my lead. Understood?”

Jacinda adjusted her mic. “Affirmative. Not our first rodeo.”

“In that case, well met, SSA Hollingsworth.” He glanced around the circled team members. “Thermal imaging from the drone says there are about twenty people inside, but what we can see through windows suggests the place is going to be a maze. You’ve all been to furniture stores?”

Emma raised an eyebrow, and he let out a short laugh.

“Right, so you know what I’m talking about. False walls and cubby areas set up all over the place, large obstacles close together. Plenty of stuff to trip on and hide behind. So, while a dozen people isn’t anything my team hasn’t handled before, this particular space has its challenges.”

“Any sign of weaponry or guards?” Jacinda pulled her long red hair into a tight bun. “Or explosives?”

Janz nodded. “Our drone operators are some of the best in the business, and they’ve found no signs of ready shooters, explosives, or weaponry on the outside of the building or just inside. But if this place is the hive you say it is, I expect all the above, and we’re certainly prepared for it.”

Emma glanced at the line of agents and SWAT operators gearing up nearby. Many were strapping on gas masks or respirators, and several had already pulled goggles over their eyes. “Everyone is equipped with full breathing and eye protection, right? We’re assuming Lydia has access to Blue Crush.”

Janz nodded. “Already issued. No one goes in without a sealed respirator and visored protection. And keep the masks on. We don’t know how this stuff disperses or what proximity exposure does. Even if it’s not explosive, it’s dangerous.”

“So are we,” Emma muttered, more to herself than anyone else.

Janz continued. “All of you will stack in between my team. The place is center fed from the front. Point man, that’s me, will move in and to the left. Second will go to the right, and we alternate like that until the whole snake is inside. When we’re all in place, we’ll move across the floor together, on my go. Same depth of penetration.”

Emma knew this briefing was important, but her patience ebbed as each second passed.

“You must stay in that line facing the back to keep everyone safe.” Janz indicated south. “We’ve already got cops on the back of the building to hold in anyone trying to squirt out that way after we breach. Each of you will have an area of responsibility. No matter what happens, you keep to your AOR and listen to my team for orders. We do that, we’ll clear the space as fast as possible and stay out of each other’s way. Any questions?”

Everyone responded with variations of tightening gear or checking their weapons. Emma made sure her own respirator was sealed tight and adjusted her goggles. As much as the protection limited her field of vision, the memory of Hogan Badger’s suffocated corpse was fresh enough to override any temptation to ditch it.

Emma ended up in the middle of the stack, in the fifth position, ready to head in and to the left. Between the multiple SWAT teams Janz led and their team, they had nearly two dozen members of law enforcement to deal with about twenty potential criminals that they knew of. Overwhelming force would be the order of the day, though Emma still wondered if that would be enough, given Lydia’s M.O. in the past.

Deep breaths, Emma girl. You’re trained for this. Forget who you’re going after and fucking breathe.

Janz’s hand came down hard to signal entry, and they moved in a fast crouch as one. A man stood ready with a battering ram, and the door went down in seconds. Flash-bangs erupted inside, covering their entry in light and noise. Janz moved in and to the left, the rest of them snaking in after him, alternating their direction, while one woman held the door.

Running at a crouch, Emma glimpsed a world of recliners and couches and coffee tables spread out in the middle of the space, making up pristine living rooms. To the left, in the direction she ran, a wide array of beds and bureaus filled the space. She barely remained in living room land when the man ahead of her on the wall came to a stop and motioned her down.

Ten feet to either side of her, SWAT members crouched at the ready, preparing to move forward incrementally.

Her AOR was filled with furniture of all colors, and she had only a second to be thankful the lights were on before the world exploded.

A pop sounded from above, and Emma twisted to aim upward. But instead of there being some person aiming a gun from the ceiling, smoke bombs dropped, one by one. They spread thick and fast as smoke eclipsed nearly the whole area surrounding her.

The smoke was dark gray, though. Not powder blue.

Did it matter?

She wasn’t sure.

Janz’s voice came through her earpiece. “This doesn’t change anything. We’ve got people all along this front wall. Move slow and steady across the floor. Do not shoot unless you’re aiming directly toward the back wall and move on my say. Keep to your AOR.”

Emma’s filtered breath rasped in her ears as she walked forward on Janz’s signal. The mask pressed tight against her nose and mouth, and her eyes stung behind the plastic. Still, she advanced, step by cautious step.

Emma wished she could block out the shouts of team members ringing out into the building as she inched forward. She rubbed at her mask, as if that would help clear the darkness in front of her.

Smoke doesn’t change anything, Emma girl. See what you can see and clear the space.

A figure bolted over the back of a couch. A SWAT agent shouted for them to drop their weapon just seconds before shots rang out.

“Move!” Janz’s voice barked through her earpiece. Emma couldn’t see the SWAT members around her, but she heard them advancing on either side.

More smoke bombs detonated, filling the air with choking clouds.

Black, not blue. That’s good…right?

Emma darted forward again, landing between an oversize ottoman and a recliner large enough for a giant—eight paces from her last spot. Another smoke bomb went off. Somewhere close, a scream tore through the chaos.

“Clear!” Janz shouted. “Go!”

Emma surged forward through the smoke.

Her boot caught the leg of a low, oddly shaped coffee table. She went sprawling. Though her gun stayed in hand—barely—her wrist jammed as she caught herself. Pain shot to her shoulder, but she shoved herself up, gasping through the filter of her mask just as another smoke bomb exploded nearby.

More smoke. Fan-fucking-tastic. How many toys did these people bring to the party?

Gunfire cracked from every direction. Janz’s voice cut through the noise again, urgent and sharp. “Take cover! Everyone stay put. We’ve got fire from multiple angles. Do not shoot unless your target is confirmed hostile!”

Emma ducked behind a couch. More shots. She crawled forward, weaving behind a row of three more couches. Then—finally—the haze thinned.

And she saw her.

A woman stood framed by a thin veil of smoke, her head tilted. What appeared to be a wide-barreled paint ball gun broad enough to load a grenade into smoked in her hands.

Lydia. Her sister.

She stood behind a grandfather clock that absurdly chimed the six o’clock hour. There was no mistaking her. She looked just like Celeste, only younger—her hair a rich light brown that hung long and straight. Like Emma’s. Like their father’s.

Slim. Lanky. Same build. Same height. Jack Darko’s comment about Colton having a type suddenly made awful, perfect sense.

But it was Lydia’s eyes—dark and intense, crackling with energy behind her own mask—that froze Emma in place.

A chill wrapped around Emma’s spine, coiling tight as recognition crashed into her. This woman wasn’t just a suspect.

She was blood.

And I’m going to kill her.

Lydia’s gaze locked on hers. With a little wink, she raised a revolver.

Emma lifted her firearm at the same moment. Lydia’s bullet tore past Emma’s ear, close enough that the wind of it screamed against her skin.

Too close. But Lydia hadn’t trained at Quantico.

A curse ripped from Lydia’s lips, but before she could fire again, Emma launched from behind the couch and charged forward.

Lydia’s face contorted with rage as she fired again.

Emma zigzagged through the smoke. To her left, someone yelled for her to wait for Janz’s signal, but she couldn’t afford the time. She was still moving forward—still in her AOR—but if she waited, Lydia would be gone.

A couch rose from the smoke like a specter. Emma hit it hard, half tumbling, half somersaulting over the top just as another bullet screamed past her head.

She gasped inside her mask, suffocating on filtered air. She spotted Lydia again, crouched behind a massive bureau.

“Stop, Lydia Foss! Put your gun down!”

Two more bullets came in response. Emma ducked. They passed overhead.

She didn’t stop running.

A recliner toppled into her path. She stumbled, pivoted—just in time to see a man in a flannel shirt raising his weapon. She fired first. He dropped, crashing backward into a glass coffee table.

Emma pushed into the smoke, chasing Lydia—but hit a dead-end made of loveseats and bureaus.

She spun.

A smoke bomb hissed beside her.

A scream split the air.


22




Leo adjusted the straps on his filtered breathing mask and pulled his protective goggles tighter over his eyes. Visibility was low and getting worse.

He scanned an aisle running between bookcases and bureaus, his steps echoing on the concrete floor of the warehouse-style storage area. His AOR had brought him and Jacinda right up to the back doorway. Six SWAT members who’d snaked right with them had followed them in, now fanned out to help clear the space.

It was a logistical nightmare—just like the display floor. Grid-like aisles, dim light, and a perfect setup for an ambush. Behind them, thick smoke had already swallowed the front section.

Gunfire from the front had mostly quieted. Leo moved left with three SWAT agents while Jacinda and her crew mirrored from the opposite side.

At the corner, Leo crouched and swept his weapon, clearing the space.

Jacinda reached her corner, nodded. They advanced.

All was quiet. Until it wasn’t.

Gunshots cracked through the air from somewhere near the center. Leo hit the ground. “Jacinda, you hear me?”

Panting through his comms. “We’re taking fire from above. Two aisles over.”

“Moving center!”

Two SWAT agents shifted with him. Leo reached the aisle end just as smoke exploded from above. He ducked, coughing despite the mask.

More smoke popped, louder this time. The air thickened with chemicals.

He looked back—just in time to spot a woman up the aisle.

Same build as Emma.

But it wasn’t Emma.

Lydia.

Leo surged forward, but a volley of rounds from somewhere behind him rang out. He hit the floor hard.

Not shot.

He rolled, came up in a crouch, weapon up. Blurs moved through the haze. A figure charged.

Jacinda burst out of the fog and grabbed his bicep. “I got you. You saw Lydia?”

Leo nodded, voice rough. “You too?”

“Bitch appeared out of fucking nowhere.” Jacinda coughed into her sleeve, peering around them. On one side, giant columns of boxed couches stretched twelve feet up. On the other side, headboards leaned together against metal support pillars, and Leo couldn’t help thinking that a quick shove might bring them all tumbling down to pin someone in the aisle.

“Let’s move.” He gestured to where he’d last seen Lydia. “If her team goes back into the main area, SWAT’ll get them. They don’t outnumber us, by the sound of their gunfire.”

“But they have the advantage of knowing the space.” Jacinda readied her weapon. “And this damn smoke.”

As one, the two of them moved forward toward where they’d last seen Lydia.

When they turned the corner, they found two SWAT agents on the ground. One had a bullet to the forehead, the other a slit throat. No question they were both dead.

A sudden movement came from above. From atop another absurd stack of three couches, two men dropped on top of them, feet first. Leo fell back with one boot slamming into his shoulder. Jacinda grunted as she hit the floor.

A fist clipped Leo’s cheek, but he’d already raised his arm, slamming his knuckles into his attacker’s kidney. The man buckled with a strangled noise and staggered back. Leo leveled his gun, but the guy still reached for his own. A shot cracked through the haze, and Leo flinched as blood bloomed red on the man’s chest. He turned to find Jacinda standing behind him, gun still raised.

“Thanks.” He’d have to buy her dinner later.

She gave a terse nod and knelt to cuff the groaning man, securing him to a recliner’s metal frame.

No words passed between them, but Leo pushed ahead, taking point. They weren’t splitting up again—not after that.

Up ahead, through thinning smoke, Lydia materialized. She perched on a couch dragged across the aisle like it belonged there. A dead SWAT officer slumped beside her, eyes open, a red hole in his forehead.

Before Leo could react, Lydia flung something toward them.

Grenade.

He braced, cursing when another billow of smoke exploded around them.

Her voice floated down like static. “I can do this all day. Can you?”

Leo tensed, gun raised, breath tight behind his mask. Where was she?

Movement to his left caught his attention. He caught a flash of Lydia darting across a row of toppled chairs and up onto a low shelving unit. In one smooth motion, she vaulted to a higher beam, using the edge of a broken display case for leverage.

Damn. Parkour much?

No magic like her mother. Just muscle, adrenaline, and the kind of feral grace that came from not caring whether the fall killed you or not.

He tracked her upward, rotating as she moved, scanning every ledge and shadow above.

She had the high ground now.

“I know you,” a man hissed as he barreled into Leo from the side.

The air left his lungs as he slammed into a bookcase, wooden shelves biting into his shoulders. A second man grabbed his wrist and smashed it against the edge of a dresser. Pain flared bright. His gun dropped, clattering to the ground. But the grip didn’t let up—twisting until Leo thought his arm might snap in two.

“Jacinda!” With his shout, he caught a blur of movement through the smoke—two bodies rolling, struggling. “Run! Get out!”

Lydia’s laughter crackled like fire through the ringing in his ears just before a fist connected with his chin. His skull swam, vision fracturing at the edges.

Someone ran past, black-clad and fast. Jacinda? God, let it be.

He couldn’t hold on. The two men dragged him down, pinning him. A gunshot cracked overhead—then another.

From the right, the sickening thud of a body hitting the floor made his stomach drop.

Leo slammed his head backward, desperate to shake one of them off, but missed. Tried to yell again, but a boot crashed into his ribs, stealing every ounce of air from his lungs. He curled reflexively just as another kick slammed into his side, square on the kidney.

Stars burst across his vision. One man dropped to his knees, pinning him. The other delivered another kick, this time low, brutal.

Leo’s vision went dark at the edges. He couldn’t scream. Could barely breathe.

As they dragged him away, the only thought he could hold on to was a prayer.

Please…let the others get out. Just let them get out.
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The smoke began to thin, revealing the wreckage around Emma. Gunfire quieted, though her pulse hadn’t gotten the memo.

She hadn’t found Lydia again. But she had managed to take down the man who’d delivered Marigold’s hand to her apartment door. The wiry little bastard had crawled out from beneath a bed, gun in hand, aiming at a SWAT officer.

A single shot had dropped him.

But Emma experienced a moment where she thought the man’s death was too easy, too quick.

She almost shot him again.

Across the splintered floor—scattered with toppled furniture, bullet-pocked walls, and torn upholstery—Emma spotted Janz and one of his men. They moved in a slow, deliberate line, guns raised, sweeping each broken corner. They checked beneath overturned couches and ducked into the hollow cubbies of entertainment centers, methodically clearing the last shadows.

Half of Beck’s team spread out across the ruined showroom while the rest pushed into the back storage area—where Leo and Jacinda had gone earlier.

Emma’s stomach tensed. They should be surfacing with a trail of suspects in cuffs by now. At least, that was what she told herself. Over and over.

Mia and Vance worked at handcuffing three men up against a sales counter at the far side of the store. Mia appeared to be bleeding from her forehead, and Vance was covered in dust and seemed to be bruising before her very eyes.

Emma caught up with Janz’s remaining team. One of his guys had been taken down but was alive, though his shoulder had taken a shot. Sloan helped walk him to the front, where everyone was waiting for medical attention.

Somewhere in the store, a man screamed for paramedics. From another direction, a SWAT member shouted, “Clear.”

Emma gazed around, letting herself fall back a step. She touched one finger to her ear, which still rang with the blast of bullets. Her fingers came away bloody. But aside from the nicked ear and some aching joints, she’d lived through being shot at repeatedly from close range by her only living blood relative.

It could’ve been worse.

The open space had decent visibility at this point. But nowhere could she see Lydia.

Janz yelled for everyone to reconvene toward the front of the store, and Emma began trudging forward.

She caught movement in her periphery. It was Mia, who’d grown suddenly still, her gaze locked on something ahead. Her eyes widened, horror breaking across her face. A second later, she was running.

Emma turned just in time to spot SWAT members emerge from the storage area, carrying a limp body between them.

Jacinda.

No, no, no…

They laid her gently on a couch. One of the men dropped to his knees beside her, pressing both hands hard against her shoulder, trying to stem the bleeding. Blood pooled between his fingers, soaking through the fabric. A gash split Jacinda’s forehead, crimson streaking her temple and turning her hair a deeper shade of red.

But she was breathing.

The man—Mike Beck, the point man on Alpha team—talked fast.

“Where’s Leo?”

“We don’t have time to wait for a gurney.” Beck released Jacinda’s wound and grabbed her up in a firefighter’s carry. “Your guy must’ve gone out the back door.”

Emma stood as Mia gripped Jacinda’s hand, walking with her toward the front of the store. The SSA was pale but alive. But what about Leo?

He’s fine. Why are you panicking? Of course he’s fine.

Emma turned toward the back area of the store. Two SWAT members carried out one of their teammates. Far too big to be Leo. The space had been cleared, though—she’d heard them announce it—so why wasn’t Leo in plain sight?

If Lydia had been back there in handcuffs, that would be one thing, but she knew that couldn’t be the case. Call it one of those much-maligned gut feelings that she and Jacinda and everyone else in law enforcement railed against existing. But Emma still knew it to be true. Lydia had been taunting her. She’d tried to shoot her first, but when that hadn’t worked, she’d led her on a chase…and disappeared.

No. Lydia might’ve left every one of her men behind to be captured, loyalty be damned, but she’s in the wind. I’d have felt if we’d taken her down.

At a run, Emma headed for the back. She skirted the SWAT agents carrying their colleague, pretending not to see the tears on one of their faces. When she reached the back, she nearly stumbled on two more SWAT agents on the floor. One man tied a tourniquet around another one’s thigh, waiting on further help. They were both bleeding but breathing.

But again, they weren’t Leo.

Sirens sounded from the back, along with loud yelling. “We need some help back here!”

She rushed through the remnants of smoke and chaos to the rear.

When she finally reached the back door, Emma’s breath snagged in her throat.

The loading dock door hung half off its track, twisted like foil—torn free by something massive. A vehicle, probably. One built for speed and weight.

Just outside, bodies littered the street. Uniformed officers who had been guarding the rear perimeter. Paramedics moved frantically among them as sirens wailed. Splashes of bright blue powder dusted the pavement around their outstretched hands and slack faces.

Blue Crush. But why out here? Why now?

Emma’s pulse kicked. Inside the store, Lydia could’ve buried them all. Closed quarters, minimal airflow—it would’ve been a massacre. But she hadn’t used it there.

Because of the masks.

Everyone inside had been wearing gas masks. It wouldn’t have worked.

But these officers outside had no protection. No warning. No chance.

She remembered Hogan Badger. The gasping. The bloodless panic in his eyes. Had these people suffered the same? Clawed at their throats while the powder turned their lungs into vacuums?

But this was open air. Plenty of ventilation.

And still, the powder had killed them.

That was what struck Emma. It hadn’t needed to linger. Just enough time—seconds, maybe—to drop them where they stood. If the blast was concentrated, if the particles were fine enough, it could’ve blanketed them before dissipating. A chemical chokehold, then gone.

She counted five officers down. None of them were Leo.

Her heart didn’t ease its riot.

A slump-shouldered cop brushed past her toward the broken door, and Emma caught his sleeve. “What the hell happened out here?”

He turned, already scowling. “You wanna yell at someone⁠—”

“I just want to understand.” She released his arm. “Please.”

“I was at the other side of the block but saw it all.” He ran a hand down his face before nodding toward the barricade. “It was chaos. One second, we’re holding the parameter, next thing, a fucking truck explodes through the loading dock. Before we can even react, the whole street’s blue. Like someone set off a smoke bomb.”

“Then what?”

“Then something sparked.” His voice dropped. “And the air lit up.”

Emma’s stomach churned. “Lit up?”

He nodded. “Like it turned to fire without flames. The guys…they just dropped. Gagging, gasping. It was over fast.”

Emma looked back toward the fallen officers. “They got away.” The words barely escaped her throat.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Except those two.” He pointed toward a pair of young men slumped near the edge of the chaos—Lydia’s men. “Once the truck crashed through, they came running out behind it, likely to a secondary vehicle. Didn’t make it. Dropped before they could escape. No wounds, nothing. Not a scratch. Just dead.”

He didn’t sound sorry. Emma didn’t blame him.

She felt the same.

“What happened next?”

The cop’s gaze went back to the barricade. “The truck went through the grass at the side of the lot, straight through a couple of black-and-whites that were parked there at an angle, but they avoided the spike strip entirely.”

“Do you know what kind of truck they were driving?”

“Ford F-350.”

“Get a BOLO on it. Maybe we can catch them somewhere downtown.”

The cop called it in, but Emma had already turned and sprinted back into the furniture store. She had to reach Jacinda before they put her into an ambulance.

Jacinda has to know where Leo is. She has to.

When Emma slammed through the front doors toward the ambulances, she immediately spotted Jacinda on a gurney. Her SSA’s eyes were open, glazed over, but she was conscious. She mouthed something and forced a hand up toward the oxygen mask over her face.

“Please. Please.” Emma reached out one hand and gripped a paramedic’s wrist hard. “We’ve got someone missing. A member of our team. She might know where he is.”

The paramedic’s gaze narrowed. Her whole face weakened, and she nodded. “Just for a minute. We need to get her to the hospital.”

Jacinda pulled her oxygen mask away, streaking blood down her cheeks.

“Jacinda, where’s Leo? Did you⁠—”

“She took him.” Jacinda coughed, and the paramedic jerked where she stood, as if on instinct, but didn’t intervene. “She got away, and she took Leo.”

A flood of coughs erupted from Jacinda’s throat, and another paramedic grabbed Emma from behind as the first one replaced Jacinda’s oxygen mask. They had her in the ambulance before Emma found the strength to take another breath.

Emma turned in a circle, searching for Leo, as ridiculous as that was. She knew where he had to be now.

It was only when Emma turned to watch Jacinda’s ambulance pull away that she spotted Mike Beck nearby, his face red from exertion.

His shirt clung to his back, and his hair was damp with sweat, but his tawny eyes were steady. Without a word, he stepped closer and guided her toward the edge of the curb. She sat without thinking, the shock still pressing against her chest.

Beck crouched in front of her, resting one hand lightly on her shoulder—solid, grounding. “The missing agent…that’s the Leo you’re looking for?”

Emma worked on forming words but ended up just nodding. She raised one arm to wipe the sweat away from her forehead. A small group of SWAT team members watched her from near another ambulance. She felt like a kid who’d failed her family.

When the rest of her team came out the front door, Beck waved them over and excused himself.

Mia reached her first, and her arms closed around Emma like a vise. She spoke into Emma’s shoulder, gripping her. “We’ll find him. I’m so sorry, but we won’t give up. We’ll find him.”

When Emma pulled away, Vance met her gaze with a sharp nod. “They took him, but they didn’t kill him. That was a choice.”

She licked her dry lips, tasting the acrid smoke from the pressurized smoke bombs. The fact that Vance, who’d just been kidnapped and tortured himself, was trying to reassure her meant a lot. But Vance still couldn’t know for sure. He hadn’t had a friend dismembered and delivered to his doorstep.

Sloan offered a forced smile. “Like Vance said. That means he’s probably alive. Don’t let yourself forget that. Lydia wanted him alive.”

Probably.

Probably alive…but for how long?

Janz waved from behind the group, catching Emma’s gaze. She watched him as he approached, some of the confidence from earlier having dissolved into exhaustion. “I just talked to the hospital. They got a report from the ambulance that your SSA’s stable. I’ll hear if anything changes.”

Mia gripped Emma’s elbow. The other woman hadn’t stopped touching her since she’d approached. And Emma hadn’t spoken. But she didn’t really need to. Not right now.

Not when she might scream if she tried.

“We can still find him.” Mia spoke quietly. “We’ll bring down Lydia. We’ll figure this out. And we’ll find Leo.”

A puzzle piece slotted into place.

“Colton!” His name came from Emma’s mouth like a bullet.

“What about him?” Vance stepped closer.

“He knows where Lydia would’ve taken Leo. I know he does.”

“What the hell are we waiting for?” Vance broke into a sprint for the FBI-issue SUV.

Mia looked at Emma. “Go!”

Beck reappeared, two bottles of water in his hands.

Though her blood pounded in her veins, she paused long enough to explain. “We have to interrogate former Agent Colton Wright. We believe he may know the whereabouts of Special Agent Leo Ambrose.”

He pressed a bottle of water in her hand. A dimple flashed when she took it. No lecture. No questions. Just quiet understanding. “I’ve got this covered. Go get your man.”

“Thank you. I will.” Uncapping the water, Emma turned to the others. “Mia, you and Sloan see if you can get anything out of the survivors here, Lydia’s cronies.”

Mia’s nostrils flared. “Gladly.”

Taking a long drink, Emma glanced around at the mayhem one last time before taking off in a sprint.

I’m coming, Leo. You’re going to be okay.

He had to be.
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On the drive to the hospital, Emma jumped when Vance’s phone rang. It was to his ear before the first ring even ended.

“SSA Natsu, yes?” He turned toward Emma. “Yes. Thank you.” They talked in quick bursts, and she was about to yell at him to put it on speaker when he hung up. “Mia called Natsu. She’s taking point now that Jacinda’s down. I told her we were on our way to talk to Colton fucking Wright.”

“Okay.” Emma nodded curtly as she rounded a corner. “Let’s go break this bitch down.”

“You took the words right out of my mouth.”

Ten minutes later, they were barreling down the overbright halls of Our Savior’s Medical Center, with room 306 as their target.

The two officers flanking his door had been switched out from earlier. Emma and Vance pulled out their badges and flashed them. With a nod, they went in. Dr. Singh was nowhere to be found to stop them from entering, thankfully.

Colton was sitting up in bed eating orange gelatin with his one free hand. Emma wanted to smash it into his face and smear it all over that perfect bone structure.

“Where is she, Wright? Where would she go if not Green’s Discount Furniture?”

“Well, hello to you, too, Special Agent Last.”

“Stop playing games! She has Leo.” Emma was done with manipulation. She was done trying to outwit him.

“Listen, man, you’re going to get eaten alive in prison.” Vance leaned in. “That face alone. This is your last chance.” He gave the bed a push. “And don’t even think about holding your breath, or I just might help you along.”

“Is that a threat, Agent Jessup?”

“It’s a fact. And no one will give two shits. Not Feds, not cops, and not your fake-Fed criminals.”

“Vance is right.” Emma came around to his right side again but stayed standing and at a distance. “You’ve screwed with both sides of the law. Lied your way into a deep hole. No one can trust you.”

“Then why are you even here? Sounds like you’re not going to believe a word I say.” He tried to scoop another spoonful of Jell-O into his mouth, but the wobbly blob fell onto his white sheets.

“This is your last chance to do the right thing. It won’t make up for a lifetime of wrongs, of hooking up with the wrong people, my sister at the top of that list, and plotting to kill random people.”

“You’re not random, Emma, don’t ever say that about yourself.”

“She’s evil, Wright. Trust me, I’ve met her mother. And she helped you go to a very dark place, I know. But it’s not too late for you.”

“I’m really digging this new you. So vulnerable. So uncensored.” Colton exhaled heavily. “It’s too late for me, though. She tried to have me killed.”

Emma peered closer at him. Were those tears in his eyes?

Oh, brother…

“Colton, Leo is a good man. He’s the best man, and his life wasn’t all picnics and carnival rides. He lost both his parents, in fact.” Emma studied his expression. Was she getting through to him? She had no idea.

Colton gazed at her, his focus dropping to her lips. “Yes, I’m really, really digging this new Agent Last.”

He was beginning to sound like he was on drugs, and maybe that was why his eyes looked glazed over.

Vance narrowed his eyes on the man. “Whatever Lydia’s got planned, Leo doesn’t deserve it, and neither does Emma or anybody else.”

He looked so small and thin in that bed with his greasy dark-blond hair and pale skin that had lost its glow. So small compared to Vance especially. And so weak. And to think, just a few days ago, they’d been categorized as the same type. She could not see it now.

“Colton, c’mon.” Emma was all but pleading.

“You say she left Green’s with Leo?” He sounded confused.

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t know. I swear. I can’t help you.” He went back to his Jello-O like a spoiled child. Scooped up a jiggly bite. “But you should keep digging. Dig for the answers. Who knows? If you dig hard enough, they might be right in front of you.”
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Each pulse of pain behind Leo’s eyes pounded like a war drum, driving spikes of pressure through his skull. The last thing he remembered was lunging forward to headbutt a linebacker-sized thug trying to force him feetfirst into a manhole—behind the furniture store, out of sight of Jacinda.

Out of sight of anyone who could help. Blue Crush had dropped all the cops posted out back.

Before he’d been able to yell, his mouth had been taped shut and his comms ripped off. His adversaries had known what they were doing. And he’d walked right into their trap.

They’d stripped off his tactical gear—his vest, sidearm, comms, everything that made him a threat.

Shit.

Now he lay on his side, arms wrenched behind him, ankles bound tight. Every shift scraped skin or set some body part aching. His wrists were on fire, and his ribs seemed like they’d been worked over with a crowbar.

Concrete beneath him. Cold. Uneven. He squinted into the dark and caught only the faintest lines of black pipes against a blacker ceiling. The rest of the room stretched around him in gray nothing.

Bare walls. No furniture. No hope.

A sliver of light spilled in from a wired-glass window set high into the door across the room. But it was dull—no sun or moon behind it. Probably artificial light from a hallway. And probably night still.

Couldn’t have been out more than a few hours.

But his mouth was dry. Tongue thick. That was the smoke, not dehydration. The furniture store had gone to hell. He remembered that much.

Leo gritted his teeth and worked his legs, inching himself backward toward the wall. He needed to sit up. Needed leverage. Cement scraped his bound hands raw, and when his shoulder knocked the wall, a bolt of pain flashed from the base of his skull—confirmation that there was a nice goose egg back there.

Still, he pushed through the hurt and angled his spine against the wall until he slumped into a sitting position. His ribs protested. His wrists throbbed. He clenched his jaw and breathed through his nose, the air thick with damp concrete and rust.

No idea where he was. No way to cut himself loose. And worst of all—he had no idea what they wanted from him. But he knew what they were capable of. Dismembered agents. Dead cops. Emma’s sister didn’t play around.

A door creaked open in front of him.

Leo closed his eyes to all but a slit against the sudden brightness.

A shadow moved in the rectangle of light. Feminine silhouette. Slender arms. Confident stride.

His chest tightened.

Emma?

No—don’t be an idiot. She wouldn’t be alone. She wouldn’t walk in like that.

But part of him—deep down in the raw, animal part—ached to believe it anyway.

When she stepped forward and yanked the tape from his mouth with one clean jerk, he knew this could only be one person.

Lydia Foss.

Madwoman extraordinaire.

Clean faced, without a drop of sweat or blood, makeup done and hair combed shiny and sleek, she wore jeans and a V-neck completely free of dust or any sign of a fight. A younger image of her mother, Celeste Foss, but with Emma’s frame. He could’ve sworn he’d seen Emma in a similar outfit recently.

She grinned down at him like a damn loon. “Leo Ambrose? Nice to officially meet my sister’s muse.”

Too bad I can’t say the same.

He licked his dry lips. “That mean you’re about to untie me so we can grab a drink? Swap stories? You and me…Emma’s biggest fans.”

She crouched before him, elbows propped on her knees, arms hanging loose. “You’re funny. Is that why Emma likes you so much? I hear you’re her main partner. I hear, Leo Ambrose…” An edge entered her voice. Tension coiled in her shoulders, a predator winding up to pounce. “That you helped my dear sister bring my mom down. Kill my mother. That you?”

He kept quiet. No denial, no confirmation. Just held her gaze even as the room wobbled at the edges.

She shifted, and the light from behind her caught his face full-on. He flinched before he could stop himself.

“Oh, you have a concussion, do you? That light hurt?” She pulled out her phone and fiddled with the settings. And like the bitch she was, she aimed the flashlight beam directly at his eyes.

His lids snapped shut. Pain lashed through his skull. “Fun trick. I’ll have to remember that.”

Let her think he was fading. Brute strength wouldn’t get him out of here. But patience might.

“You do realize you and your team walked right into my trap?” Her voice drifted again, now from farther off. “Followed Cornman’s trail like it was candy. Easier than I expected.”

Leo slit an eye open and found her leaning against the doorframe, one hand on her hip. Watching him.

He stayed still, calculating. Lydia wanted this to feel like a victory lap. But her voice betrayed something else—a need for validation. If she really had the upper hand, she wouldn’t be here monologuing like a Bond villain. She’d be watching the news, planning her next move. But instead, here she was, trying to get something from him.

Control. Answers. Something deeper.

He burned to ask her why she hadn’t killed him right away, but what was the point?

And he was itching to tell her they had her beau in custody. That she hadn’t killed her muse, her soulmate. Agent Colton fucking Wright, as Vance would say. But he knew better than to do that, as there had to be a rescue mission in the works, and he needed to hold every card close.

“And now here you are.” She hummed. “Her partner. Her boy toy. Totally useless to her. How will she ever function without Boy Wonder by her side?”

“What do you want?” His voice cracked. “Is this about ransom? Luring Emma? What?”

Lydia’s grin widened. “Isn’t that just the mystery for you to solve?”

He held her gaze. “You’ve got lipstick on your teeth.”

She blinked and swiped a finger across her front teeth, scowling. “Fuck you. You’ve got blood on yours.”

Leo forced a lopsided grin. “Yeah, but I don’t care. You do. So what else do you care about?”

For a second, her eyes flickered with something close to hatred. But instead of lashing out, she turned and leaned casually against the wall again. Just outside, two men passed. One sneered at him without breaking stride.

Leo’s chest ached, and his pulse pounded behind his eyes. But his thoughts cut sharper now.

She wasn’t magic. Not like Celeste and Emma.

He’d seen her on that showroom floor—firing smoke bombs, not conjuring fireballs or whispering to the dead. And Blue Crush? A chemical weapon, made in a lab, not summoned from the Other.

So why, then, the big act? Why not just admit it?

“Why don’t you just kill me, if that’s what you want?” Leo blinked, his vision blurred, and black spots appeared. “Why kill Jacinda,” he forced himself past her name, denying the possibility even as he spoke it, “and not me?”

“My sister seems to care a lot about you, in particular.” Lydia smiled, pursing her lips out in a perfect bow as if about to blow a kiss. “And then I thought, maybe I should have some fun with you before I give you back to her. It just came to me out of nowhere. It’s her fault Colton is dead. She took mine, so now…I have hers.”

Her taunt hung in the air, and Leo kept silent. He had a full job on his hands just staying awake and aware right now, anyway, the way his ribs screamed and his head pounded.

He was about to voice his questions when Lydia cut in with her own.

“But I do want to know…” She dropped into a cross-legged sprawl just out of reach. Whether she was stupid or willing to risk his ability to move fast, he didn’t know, but either way, she’d taken a decent bet. He’d pass out if he tried to make a lunge for her right now. “How did Emma kill my mom?”

It took a moment to process. “How…what?”

“You heard me, Leo.” She leaned forward, her hands curling into fists. “How did Emma kill my mother?”

He studied her face. His ass ached on the hard ground, along with the rest of him, but he took his time observing the woman before him, in no rush when he couldn’t do anything else.

“You don’t know?” Leo spoke slowly, gauging her reaction. “Figured that’s why you came after her, after all this time.”

Lydia must know what happened in Salem…right? If they were all connected to the Other, that only made sense. Hell, he’d wondered if the woman had watched it happen and had just been unable to intervene. For that matter, couldn’t she just tap into the Other and talk to her mother herself?

That’s not how it works for Emma, though. You know that. Emma’s talked about how she wishes she could talk to her family…maybe it’s some weird rule?

Leo sat with the silence, letting it stretch. When he finally spoke, his voice was calm. “Where were you?”

Lydia frowned. “What?”

“When it happened. Where were you?” He leaned forward as far as his broken body allowed. “If Celeste was everything you say she was…if she was so powerful, why weren’t you there? Why didn’t she call for help?”

Lydia bristled, like an animal close to attack.

“Hell, you’ve got brains, chemistry degrees, you built a weapon. But that night in Salem…you weren’t there.” His voice dipped. “Why not? Did she not trust you?”

“Shut up.”

“Or maybe she didn’t need you. Maybe you weren’t enough.”

Lydia’s nails dug into her knees. Her eyes burned with a hatred that should have cooked him to a crisp.

It didn’t.

“You said she was taken from you,” Leo went on. “But was she ever really yours to begin with?”

Lydia snapped to her feet like she’d been launched. “You think your FBI shrink routines are gonna work on me?”

“I think you’re asking the wrong questions.” He desperately wished he could stand, too, hating the height disadvantage between them. “If you want to know how Celeste died, you should be asking why she didn’t protect herself. Why she didn’t call you. Why Emma lived and she didn’t.”

Her hand balled into a fist.

Leo didn’t flinch, didn’t give himself time to wonder if pushing her like this was a bad idea. “Seems like the real question isn’t how Emma killed her. It’s why Celeste let her.”

Lydia kicked him. Hard. His ribs shrieked, a blinding burst of pain slicing through him as he rolled into a ball.

“Fucking talk!” Rage dripped from every word. “Or I swear I’ll cut you apart like that psychic bitch!”

Leo curled into himself tighter, every nerve in his side screaming. His vision blurred, black creeping in at the edges.

She grabbed his hair and yanked his head back, until they were face to face. “Tell me.”

“I can’t.”

Maybe Lydia saw the truth in his words because, instead of attacking him again, she crouched beside him. Waiting.

He looked past her face. “I don’t have a connection to the Other. I didn’t see what happened. And Emma…Emma never told me.”

Lydia said nothing. Still as ice.

He forced the words through cracked lips. “So if you want to know, ask someone who was there. Ask your mother.”

A long, long beat passed.

He licked his lips. “But you can’t, can you? You don’t have a connection to the Other either.”

For a second, Leo was sure she’d rise and kick him again. Instead, she stalked out, slamming the door shut behind her.

He was right. Lydia had no power…and was pissed about it.

Leo lay there, shivering on the floor, every part of him screaming—but not from the pain. From what he’d just seen.

Lydia hadn’t known.

She hadn’t seen it.

She hadn’t been there.

Maybe she wasn’t a witch. Maybe she wasn’t special at all.

And maybe—just maybe—that was the wound that drove all the rest.

He rolled his head against the wall and exhaled. One breath in. One breath out. He tried to hold the thought.

But it wasn’t enough to keep the blackness at bay.
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Emma’s lead foot took over as she navigated the SUV back to the Bureau, weaving through evening traffic like it was some kind of obstacle course she could win. She needed to feel in control of something. The vehicle, the road, her own breath.

Because she sure as hell hadn’t controlled what happened with Colton Wright.

They’d gotten nowhere. Not a lie she could prove. Not a truth she could trust. Maybe he genuinely didn’t know where Lydia had taken Leo. Maybe he’d never known. But that didn’t stop the burn of failure in her chest.

Getting back to the Bureau faster wouldn’t mean anything. Wouldn’t win any battles or fix anything or put Leo in the seat beside her—Vance took up that space now—but it was something she could do, to give herself some breathing room from the events back at the furniture store.

Beside her, Vance simmered. His silence didn’t need translation.

Leo was gone. Until they got a read on where Leo was, they were all trapped in this hell of Lydia’s making.

Emma pulled into a space, parked, and she and Vance got out and headed to the elevator.

Their energy was electric. “Breathe,” she said to herself.

“What?” Vance looked irritated.

“No, sorry, Jessup, I was talking to myself.”

“Oh.” Vance at least sounded two percent less angry when he said that. “Wright was high as a kite.”

“Yep. Those glossy eyes and his creepy attempt at flirting were a dead giveaway.”

“Yeah. And all the shit about digging?”

Yeah. That bothered her too.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.”

When the elevator doors opened, they both burst out like runners at a starting gun. Vance announced, “I’m updating Natsu,” but stopped abruptly. His whole body locked up.

Emma followed his gaze.

Denae.

She stood just inside the bullpen, arms crossed, laptop clutched against her chest like a shield. She hadn’t seen them yet, but the moment Vance caught sight of her, he pivoted, abandoning his stated mission and slipping into the breakroom like it was a lifeboat.

Emma almost followed him, eager to avoid Leo’s ex-girlfriend. But no, Denae was much more than that. She was Emma’s friend too. A fellow agent.

She either faced her now or later. There was no avoiding it.

Plus, she’d lingered too long because Denae spotted her and was heading her way.

“Emma.”

Her name landed like a weight between them.

“Hey.” It was all that would leak through Emma’s closed throat.

Denae slowed, studying her face. “Natsu said things went sideways, but everyone got out. That was hours ago. What happened? Where are the others? Where’s…”

Leo.

Neither of them finished her sentence. They didn’t need to.

Emma’s stomach clenched. Behind her, Mia and Sloan appeared, silent sentries.

Emma nodded toward the conference room. “Let’s talk in there.”

Mia touched both their arms. “I’ll grab water for everyone.”

Emma led Denae inside and waited until she sat down before she spoke. And once she started, she didn’t stop. Smoke bombs. Chaos. Gunfire. The furniture maze. The screaming. The search. The gut punch of realizing Leo hadn’t made it out.

She laid it all out, every raw detail. Didn’t try to protect Denae from any of it.

When she got to the part about Jacinda being found but Leo still missing, she couldn’t meet Denae’s eyes. Her voice softened. “I’m sorry.”

Denae’s hands trembled on the table. “Oh, my god…”

Emma blew out a long breath, willing herself not to break down.

Denae blinked hard. “And Jacinda?”

“Stable,” Vance said, stepping inside. “Sorry.” He shook his head. “That sounded…flat. I’m focused. Distracted.”

Denae nodded numbly, and Emma reached out, gripping her wrist. “We’re going to find him. I promise.”

Denae gave a brittle, broken smile—the kind you force into place when your soul is falling apart.

And then, just like that, the dam cracked.

“I thought I was protecting him.” Denae’s voice shook. “I thought if I stayed away…if I let him go, he’d be safe. Safer without me. But I love him. I never stopped.” Her breath hitched. “If he dies thinking I didn’t, I’ll never forgive myself.”

Emma’s throat closed. She gripped Denae’s wrist harder.

Because she understood. Deep down, she understood too well.

She loved Leo too. But not like that.

There’d been a time she might have had a tiny crush on him, when they first met. They’d fit together easily, trusted each other without question. But she’d known long before now that Leo wasn’t her person. He was her family. Her anchor. Her brother in every way that mattered. And she wanted him to have what she didn’t think she’d ever get…real happiness.

He’d had it. With Denae.

Until all of this blew it apart.

Because of me. Because of my family.

“I’m so sorry.” Emma barely managed to get the words out.

Denae wiped under her eyes. “Just bring him home.”

Emma nodded.

Mia returned with water, handing bottles around. The team sat in silence, processing, drinking, bracing.

Emma looked around the room. These people—this was her family. And Lydia had taken one of them.

Not again.

She pictured Leo as she’d last seen him. Stalking through the smoke at Jacinda’s side, gun drawn and raised as they covered their areas of responsibility. She hoped he was okay now, but knowing Lydia, she guessed that to be a pipe dream. But if Vance guessed right, and Lydia wanted him to remain alive, then that meant…he was.

Her jaw clenched, gaze narrowing on Sloan. “Colton Wright. We’ll break him. One way or another.”

Sloan gave a grim nod. “Natsu will back you.”

“Is she updated?”

Vance nodded. “Yeah. I got her before I came in here.”

Emma’s spine straightened. Her grief, her guilt, all of it coalesced into resolve.

She was going to find Leo. And if Colton Wright wouldn’t talk…they’d make him.

I’ll show Lydia what happens when someone comes after my real family.
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“Emma was right there in my fucking sights.”

I kicked my boot heel into the door behind me, hard enough to shake the metal.

My office no longer felt like such a safe harbor. Now it was more like a cell. A trap. Not for them…for me.

I paced, attempting to quell some of the nervous energy and rage from my body.

Emma had been so close. Just out of reach. I’d pulled the trigger, watched the bullet tear through the air, and somehow, she’d slipped it. Not even grazed. Could she really move like that? Or had her…powers done something?

It was still hard to wrap my head around. That my big sister could actually talk to ghosts. That she could see into places few others could. And me? I’d grown up begging to be taught magic—only to be told it couldn’t be taught at all.

“True power is inherited, not learned.” That was one of Mother’s favorite catchphrases each time I begged her to teach me all she knew.

I remembered the night perfectly. I’d lit every candle in the room. My hands had trembled as I stood in front of the mirror, trying to do something—anything—to show her I had something in me. I’d spent weeks on the spell. I thought I’d done it right.

The object on the table—a ring—hadn’t moved. Not even a twitch.

I’d whispered every word, chanted, willed it with every fiber of my being. Sweat soaked the back of my neck. I remembered locking eyes with Mother, hoping she’d at least say I had promise.

But she’d only looked disappointed. “Parlor tricks are for children, Lydia. I thought you’d aim higher.”

I had. I just hadn’t been born with what she wanted.

So I found a different way. Seven days a week in a lab. Long nights. No parties. No love. No life outside formulas and schematics. Yale chemistry honors. Because if I couldn’t have magic, I’d build it from scratch. And I did. Blue Crush was mine. Every molecule.

But standing in that damn store, with Emma staring at me through a cloud of smoke—I hadn’t felt like a creator. I’d felt small. Inferior. Powerless.

What if she really was more than me?

I kicked the door again, not for sound this time, but because I needed to experience something real. Pain in my heel. Wood slamming into metal. Anything other than the echo of that stare.

Behind the wall, her golden boy was still tied up, bruised and broken.

Leo Ambrose.

He’d looked at me like he saw through me. Not just what I’d done—but who I was underneath. He hadn’t flinched. Hadn’t begged. Hadn’t lied. He’d stared at me like I was someone to pity.

Fuck that.

My crew outside were growing restless, whispering more openly now. Their loyalty was shifting—from me to each other. It was evident in the way they moved together, how they watched me like I might crack.

I could hear them now.

“How are we going to get our buddies out of jail?”

“Why are we still digging?”

“When do we get paid again?”

But what could I do? Just tell them to wait? “And it isn’t like I don’t have my own questions.”

I made myself sit in my chair at my puzzle. Staring at the wall, I moved through the screwed-up chain of events that landed us all here, piece by piece. Logically, like Mother would’ve told me to do.

Emma had been following my breadcrumbs perfectly because the plan was perfect. Then Colton screwed up. Then Badger. Then Cornman.

I kicked my boots out, crossing my legs and thinking about kicking that damn agent in the ribs again. I didn’t want to puncture a lung and have him die that quickly, but man, hurting him had been satisfying. If I couldn’t get to Emma right now, he was second best.

We’d lost bodies at the furniture store. A lot of bodies. We’d lost time, lost ground. And Colton?

My hands curled into fists at the name even as my heart squeezed with longing. Colton was supposed to be running this show, using his knowledge of the Bureau to give us the edge.

But he was dead. Killed right in front of Leo Ambrose’s eyes.

“We had a plan, Colton!” I was so angry. “But…no! You just had to work with Emma. Had to get close to her. You had to roll her right on into the Cloaks. Hand over a gun from Mother’s cache…put it right into the hands of the FBI.”

I thrashed across the table, screaming, and puzzle pieces flew everywhere.

“I am finishing this. It’s what we’ve been preparing for.”

Mother would approve. She always said simpler is better.

But the thought didn’t make me feel better. I stared at the wall, wishing I could heat it up with my gaze, if not light it on fire. Make that stupid boy toy feel real heat. That was an idea, though…maybe use a blowtorch instead of a knife on him, should torture be required. Smellier, once I got his flesh cooking, but maybe it would get the job done.

I’d give him time first, though. Time to stew and see if that got us anywhere. If I accidentally killed him or gave him a heart attack, I’d be back to square one.

Capturing Leo Ambrose should accomplish something. Get me some damn answers, at the very least.

It didn’t make sense that he could be this clueless. He had to know something useful…but why wouldn’t he talk? He’d seen his red-haired boss dying on the ground as we’d dragged him away. Seen the aftermath of what we did to Bennington and Emma’s psychic. We’d killed Colton right in front of him! He should be scared by all counts.

He was, apparently, tougher than he looked.

The fucker. “I’ll make him cooperate. Nobody’s so loyal that they’ll die just to protect a friend.” The thought gave me some hope, but not much.

Leo’d been in Salem. With Emma. When Mother died. If anyone knew what really happened, it was him. But every question I asked met a wall. And the one thing I’d started to fear more than any other—that I was missing something vital—he only confirmed.

He didn’t know.

I clenched my teeth. Leo had asked me where I’d been when Mother died. The way he’d said it…

I saw it again. The memory I hated more than anything else. That last week with her. I’d begged her for details. Asked her if Emma even knew who I was. Begged her to tell me more about our family. She wouldn’t. She’d only said Emma was…different. Special.

And then she was gone. And I wasn’t there.

Mother had never trusted me enough to let me help. Not when it mattered. She hadn’t even called for me.

So maybe Leo was right. Maybe I wasn’t just born without magic. Maybe I was born unnecessary.

No. I refused that.

I stood, knocking the chair backward.

Leo would talk. Eventually. Or he’d die. And if that meant Emma had to feel the pain I’d experienced when I lost Colton—well, all the better.

But first, I needed to hold on to control. Of my crew. Of my plan. Of the next step.

A shovel dragged on the concrete outside, the sound worse than a hundred nails on a chalkboard.

I turned to the door and screamed, “Pick that thing up before I give you a reason to need it.”

Silence followed. Good.

They still feared me. For now.

Those men were exhausted. Despondent after the furniture-store debacle. Some of the guys died, sure, but I’d expected them to be excited about the agents we’d taken down. Instead, they’d just looked at me like I’d failed to give them the Christmas presents they’d asked for.

My confidence in the next stage of our plan wasn’t rubbing off on them. I kept hearing grumblings, and I could see the suspicion in their eyes.

Probably because some of them had died at the furniture store and others had been arrested. They were becoming more loyal to each other and less to me.

Colton was supposed to be running this show, and he did know the FBI better than all of us. But what’s a woman to do? Colton was gone.

Colton…

Tomorrow, I’d move up the plan. And Emma would finally understand what it was like to be invisible. To be ordinary. To have no power.

Just like me.
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The next morning, Emma was running on caffeine and adrenaline as she stood at the front of the conference room, pinning up some of the new information they’d learned during the night. It wasn’t much, but it was progress.

At least a little.

Emma pointed to the picture of Colton Wright clipped to the conference room’s whiteboard. “He used the word ‘digging’ in multiple sentences. It was weird.”

SSA Christine Natsu raised an eyebrow. “Weird how?”

Emma ignored the question. “But I also think it was intentional. He was toying with us, but it was also some kind of a clue.”

Vance, Sloan, and Mia sat grouped around her.

“The more I think about it, I’d agree with that assessment.” Vance scraped his hand against his cheek in a way that accentuated the circles under his eyes. “Maybe it’s the name of someone? Could be an accomplice named Diggs or a building or victim we haven’t found named Diggs.”

“Or Digging.” Sloan shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the weirdest last name I’ve ever heard.”

Emma glanced back at Colton’s picture. Maybe she should call Denae and see if she had any ideas, though she’d headed to the hospital to check on Jacinda. More heads couldn’t hurt right now.

“What about research?” Sloan rolled her chair back and forth, absently massaging her left shoulder.

“Well, we’ve dug into all the suspects’ backgrounds ad nauseum.” Mia leaned forward in her chair, staring at the arrestees’ pictures pinned to the board. “Though I guess we could just keep going.”

Vance shook his head. “He said to dig for the answers. And to keep digging, and that the answers might be in front of her.” He propped his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his fists.

“What if…” Emma turned to survey the faces around her. “What if it wasn’t figurative, like we’ve been assuming? What if he actually meant digging?”

Vance’s brow knit. “Like with shovels?”

“Yeah.” Emma licked her lips, thinking.

Natsu rejoined the brainstorming. “That word ‘digging’ was his response. Not anything else you said?”

“Yeah.” Emma nodded.

Natsu circled her hand in the air. “Keep going. Tell us what you’re thinking.”

Emma eased into a seat at the table. “We know Lydia has explosives. And we know she’s targeting the FBI. So…what if Wright meant we should be digging down out of this building, literally, in order to find her? They were holed up in our backyard, after all.”

Vance sat up straight. “You think this building is the target?”

Sloan’s eyes widened. “No way could this woman get a bomb past security…but if she approached from a hidden angle, to get into the building or get a bomb close enough to do serious damage…”

Emma focused on Natsu. “Do we have a floor plan of the building we can access?”

Natsu pulled her laptop from her bag and began typing. “I’m bringing it up now.”

The room remained silent as she pulled up what she needed, and she scanned the screen while they waited. Emma fought the urge to cross around the table and peer over her shoulder.

Finally, though, the SSA shook her head and projected her screen to the whiteboard—a schematic of the Bureau’s basement floor. “It’s underground, and there aren’t any visible entrances or exits.”

“What if they’re making their own entrance?” Vance asked.

Emma shifted to stare at him.

He drummed his fingers on the table. “You remember our killer who stashed kids under the opera house where he worked, right? What was his name?”

“Wallace Chapman,” Emma supplied. The man had nearly killed her, so she wouldn’t be forgetting those two words anytime soon. “You’re not thinking he’s involved too? Why?”

“No, no, that’s not what I mean.” Vance sat straighter, surveying the table. “The tunnels he used to get in and out, remember? We learned they’re all over D.C. like a rat maze. What if Lydia and her crew were getting close to the Bureau from underground? There has to be a starting point. Her hideout, her lair, whatever. That’s where Leo is.”

“We’ve searched every square inch of Green’s, the basement included. MPD too. SWAT too. There’s no one there.” Mia shrugged.

“Is there anything going on in our basement? Lydia was working with an agent. Someone who has access and is a sociopath.” Vance raised an eyebrow.

A flush of excitement sped through Emma’s veins. “Vance, you genius!” She bolted to her feet, barely stopping herself from running out of the room. “That’s got to be it.”

Natsu and the others were all standing now, Mia leading the way to the door. “Let’s head down and see if we can find any spot that’s been compromised.”

“Stop! All of you.”

It was the first time Emma heard Natsu raise her voice.

When the SSA had their attention, she headed toward a closet. “Masks. If you’re right, you’ll need them.” She began pulling respirators out, passing them around.

Emma was embarrassed that she hadn’t thought of the danger she was leading her friends into and gratefully put hers on.

“Thanks.”

Natsu nodded. “Don’t forget the need for protection again. Understood?”

Emma was glad the respirator covered the majority of her face. “Understood.” But on the way to the elevator, she clapped Vance on the shoulder. She found herself grinning, which she would’ve considered unimaginable just twenty minutes ago. “Nice work, Jessup.”

He adjusted the straps. “Let’s just hope this pans out.”

“It will.” Emma stepped into the elevator first when it dinged, and she didn’t have to fake the confidence in her voice. This idea had to pan out. “Everything about it adds up.”

The basement of the Bureau mostly got used for storage, partly because of leaks that had happened in the past. The elevator doors opened onto a long hall, and all along one side, pallets had been set up to keep items off the floor. A long line of discarded equipment ran down the hall, ranging from decrepit, dusty fax machines to boxes of cords, boxy desktop computers, and threadbare rolling chairs that should’ve been thrown out years before.

Vance comically wrinkled his nose at the sight. “The FBI brought pallets down to save all this stuff?”

Sloan shook her head. “They did more than that. Once you start exploring the rooms down here, which I had to do to dig up some old case files that weren’t electronic yet, you’ll see the Bureau actually built ledges in the rooms to keep stuff a foot off the floor.”

Natsu nodded. “That’s how bad flooding got down here. They fixed the issue but don’t seem to trust it.”

Emma took in the information silently. She’d shoved her hands into her pockets to protect them from the aching cold. What she couldn’t say because of Natsu, but desperately wanted to, was that Vance had just been proven correct.

Ghosts littered the hall like they’d been waiting for the team, with nothing better to do. Some of them looked familiar, and she realized these were all Cloaks who’d been in the recent firefights—first at the Eighth Precinct, then at the furniture store. Bleeding bullet holes signaled their causes of death.

“Digging.” One of them, a tall, lanky guy with a gold tooth, muttered.

Another was yelling at the wall about “not getting any breaks!”

She shivered and kept her teeth from chattering as she spoke. “Vance, why don’t you come with me, and we’ll start at the end of the hall?”

Natsu waved them on. “The three of us will start down here, and we’ll all meet back in the middle. Let’s go. Shout if you find something to alert everyone.”

Emma led the way down the opposite hall. As soon as they made it out of earshot, she whispered to Vance, “There are ghosts everywhere.”

His step faltered, but only for a second. He was by her side, closer, wanting to know more, to understand. “What are they saying?”

Most of them hadn’t bothered to say anything. The ones in the hall only stared, and she told him so.

But when they got to the end of the hall and moved into a room cluttered with file cabinets, many up on cinder blocks, one ghost followed them in and started speaking fast and furious.

His mouth had been blown off. There was a hole that went straight through his face and out the back of his head. Still, Emma could understand what he was saying, though she couldn’t actually comprehend it.

Emma translated. “I chopped them up, blood for blood she told me. She’s coming. I gotta keep digging. Keep digging.”

Those words, I chopped them up, rang in her ears. She’d already shot the guy who delivered Marigold’s hand, so this had to be the third they’d theorized as present during her murder. A participant, even.

Who had killed him during the furniture store raid? Not her. If only she’d gotten the chance.

Emma stared at the man, glad he was dead. She just wished he was burning in hell instead of wandering the Bureau basement.

Vance scratched his head. “Not exactly helpful.”

Emma sighed. “You have no idea.”

But despite her sarcasm, the chill of the Other had crept into her guts and made a nest.

“We just have to keep looking.” She moved faster around the room. “There must be something down here that’ll help us.”

Keep digging echoed in her mind, and she even glanced around for Marigold as she led the way from one room to the next. Shivering, she plodded on.

The rooms of dusty boxes and equipment weighed on her, building a sense of claustrophobia as she moved. Cold sweat beaded on the back of her neck, dampening her hair, and she wondered if some dismal space like this held Leo.
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Emma leaned against a filing cabinet, her arms wrapped around herself. She’d already taken her respirator off, and she wasn’t surprised to see fog clouding from her breath.

But only hers, not Mia’s or Vance’s.

The Other was so strange.

Down the hall, the elevator dinged, signaling that SSA Natsu and Sloan would soon be on their way back upstairs to convene with a building engineer and check in with Denae.

Thank God. With them gone, she no longer had to pretend she wasn’t on the verge of becoming a human popsicle.

“You’re not going to get hypothermia, are you?” Mia’s gaze bore into Emma for answers. “We can go upstairs.”

“I’m fine.” She wasn’t, not really. She shouldn’t have been shocked by all the ghosts down here, but her mind kept messing with her, fearing that one of them could end up being Leo.

Vance paced back and forth across the room. “We searched every inch of this basement. There are no breaches. Nothing looks like it’s been moved recently. They could be using waste or water pipes to approach, but…”

Emma nodded, shivering. “There’s no way into the underground maze from inside this building.”

“None that we can find.” Vance shook his head.

Mia moved to the doorway. “I think we’re talking about something external. Someone digging toward us, maybe as we speak. They just haven’t made it here yet.”

“Green’s Discount Furniture would be the most obvious place. But we’ve been through it, overturned every piece of furniture in their basement. There’s no tunnel.” Vance met Mia at the door.

“Can drones penetrate the ground?” Mia cocked her head. “They can see through buildings, to give us infrared readings.”

“It’d depend on how deep the heat signatures are, and what’s between them and the drone. They can’t read through metal, so it wouldn’t work where we are, for instance. And then there’s depth.” Vance looked up at the ceiling doubtfully.

“It’s one avenue to look into, at least.” Emma moved out into the hall, trying to bring some warmth back into her body. Trying even harder not to picture what might’ve become of Leo by now.

“Hey…we’re talking about a digging tunnel, right?” Vance walked out of the room, with Mia on his heels. “What about the tech that the government’s been using to detect tunnels around the border and in foreign territories?”

Mia stood straighter, excitement lighting her eyes. “Right, for smuggling! I don’t know what the tech’s called, but I remember hearing about it.”

“Let’s head upstairs before Emma freezes to death.” Vance rubbed Emma’s arms before nudging her along, very out of character for him. “I’ll check in with Sloan and Natsu. You two look into the tech we’re talking about. Put a name to it, at least.”

Emma didn’t argue—she’d become too cold to speak at this point—and led the way to the elevator. As soon as they entered the little metal box, though, a sense of guilt replaced the chill she’d been fighting off.

With references to digging from the living and the dead, it had to be the key to finding Leo. Going back upstairs was more like admitting defeat than pursuing another lead.

“I chopped them up, blood for blood she told me. She’s coming. I gotta keep digging. Keep digging.”

If this lead doesn’t pan out, Emma girl, you’ll go back down there and listen to walls until your ears fall off.

Mia detoured to the women’s room, but Emma only had eyes for her computer. As soon as she got to her desk, she did a search for tech related to crackdowns on smuggling. By the time Mia came back, Emma waved her over. “Here, look at this thing.”

The device discussed in the article didn’t look like much. More like a science project than anything they could use, really, with a boxy metal compartment attached to a rod and two more rods attached to that one at right angles.

Mia frowned at it. “The thing looks like a swing set for a robot.”

Emma kept reading. “I know. But this is what we need, right? It’s been used to detect people smuggling drugs or other contraband across borders through underground tunnels.”

“An electromagnetic wave gradiometer,” Mia read it slowly, even as Emma copied the words down, “that…works somehow. This explanation is gobbledygook to me.”

With sticky note in hand, Emma stood. “Doesn’t matter how it works. Just matters that it does. Let’s see if Natsu can dig one up for us.”

Mia raised an eyebrow, and Emma winced. She hadn’t intended to use that word in particular, but a bad pun was the least of their worries.

With Mia on her heels, she bypassed the elevator and rushed into the stairway, hurrying for their acting SSA’s office. At the floor exit, she slammed open the door and very nearly ran over Denae. “Hey, sorry!”

Denae waved off the apology. “That’s okay. I was just coming to find you. Jacinda…” She stopped to catch her breath.

For a second, the device left Emma’s mind. Her brain flashed her back to standing above Jacinda on that gurney, watching the SSA struggle to stay conscious even long enough to share what happened. “Is she…”

“She’s going to be okay.” Denae offered a small smile. “She lost a lot of blood, but they got the bullet out. I saw her. Jacinda’s a fighter. She’ll be fine.”

Mia took a fast step forward and wrapped an arm around her. “Thank goodness.”

Denae’s gaze came back to Emma. “Any word on Leo?”

“Not yet.” Emma breathed out, glancing at the tiny note in her hand. “But we think we might know of something that’ll help. Is Natsu in her office?”

“Should be.” Denae waved them toward the bullpen, following behind.

Emma knocked on the woman’s door and entered at the SSA’s command.

“You found something?”

Emma took a seat across from her and leaned forward, handing her the sticky note. “I think so. This device should be able to tell if there are any underground tunnels approaching the Bureau from the outside. We’re thinking Lydia and her people are trying to dig their way in.”

Natsu frowned down at the paper. “We’re directing an awful lot of resources at this theory, based on Colton Wright’s comment about ‘digging.’ You really think this is worth it?”

“Lydia’s repeatedly gone after agents. She’s threatened the FBI and kidnapped Leo. She’s escalating. And before she tried to kill him, she was working with an FBI agent, someone who could infiltrate because he was already on the inside.” Emma took a breath. “Please, just look into it. If we get this thing and nothing comes of it, so be it…but we’ve seen what this woman and her people can do. I’d bet my salary that she’s heading here and doing it by digging.”

For a second, Emma was sure Natsu would refuse the request, but with a glance up to Denae and Mia standing behind her, the SSA finally nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. If I can pull some strings and get one of these things here quickly, we’ll do it.”

“Thank you.” Emma’s pulse pounded, hope spinning through her like a whirlwind.

Whether they could find one of these things, she had no idea. She’d just have to hope and pursue what other leads she could in the meantime.

One way or another, they had to get to Leo before Lydia got tired of her games and made another example of him.
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Leo woke to an aching pain that seemed to radiate from his head all the way down through his spine and along his left side. He rolled onto his back, emitting a groan as his numb left shoulder shifted beneath him. His hands ached too, but they were the least of his problems. His ribs and bladder screamed at him for very different reasons, and his feet had long since fallen asleep. From lack of movement versus lack of circulation, he could only hope.

When he got up the nerve to shift, he lifted his feet up and down, needing to see if they’d just fallen asleep or if he’d actually lost circulation. The scream he let out when the pins and needles erupted across his soles was built of relief as much as pain.

He didn’t even have the energy to care when the door slammed open, light blasting in and blinding him.

He winced, squinting up at Lydia. She’d changed into joggers and a tight zip-up hoodie, like she might be headed out for a run instead of a visit with her kidnappee.

She snarled, eyes nearly glowing with intensity. “You rang?”

He stared up at her, bracing himself as she approached.

She didn’t disappoint. Her foot moved like a rattlesnake, boot landing hard against his good knee.

The pain of it forced a grunt from deep in his chest, and he clamped his lips shut against another scream. He used his still-sleeping feet to push himself back and up until he slumped against the wall again, observing her. “Good morning to you too. You’re lucky I didn’t piss all over your fancy boot, the way I need a toilet.”

“We’re going to try this again.” Ignoring what he’d said, she sat cross-legged in front of him. “I want to talk about Emma’s abilities. Details, Leo. I want fucking details.”

So much for how Mommy died…

“Listen up, boy toy, how the fuck does Emma communicate with ghosts? How does she access the Other?”

Leo shifted, allowing himself to stretch out his legs as the pain in his knee dulled into a slow-beating throb. “You think I know?” He swallowed thickly. “And I need some water.”

“You’ll get water when I get details.”

“Maybe you should call Emma and ask her yourself. Want her number?”

“Funny. As if I’d let your team track a call back to me.” She leaned over her knees, and the furious smile that came to her lips chilled him. He glimpsed no empathy there. Not even a shred of humanity. Just anger. Unstable anger. “Here’s the thing, Leo. I already know you’re close. Which means I know you’re lying. Emma would’ve confided in you, especially since you were in Salem with her.”

Lydia’s gaze never wavered as she spoke, but the grin she kept readopting looked less and less real.

She’s afraid of Emma. And she doesn’t even know what her abilities are.

“Is this why you haven’t killed me yet?” Leo forced bravado into his voice, ignoring the pain radiating along his bones and muscles. “You want answers because you’re clueless, and since you can’t seem to catch your sister to ask her, you settled for me?”

In one fluid movement, Lydia was on her feet.

He narrowed his eyes on her. “You’re powerless, huh? Didn’t get the special gene from your mom like Emma did from hers?”

Her face went red with some emotion he couldn’t read. But instead of striking out at him, she pivoted and retreated to the doorway, where she turned and stood there watching him. One hand on the doorframe as if for support.

“You’re not magical at all, are you, Lydia?”

Leo could practically feel her rage heating up the cold, dank space.

“If you don’t cooperate, I’ll use other means of persuasion. You saw what I did to Emma’s pal and that other agent. They were dead, but we can do the same thing to you while you’re alive.” She turned to leave.

“Wait, Lydia. Just wait.”

She paused.

“I need water. And I need to pee.” He leaned into the wall, trying to look harmless even though he figured that wasn’t much of a stretch right now. “Can I at least use the bathroom?”

For a second, he thought she might relent, but then a loud laugh burst out of her throat, angry and ringing. “You think I should fucking help you when you won’t help me?”

One of her lackies had come up behind her, waiting like he might need to speak to her. His gaze met Leo’s for an instant before he looked to the ground a second later. Ashamed. Fearful and exhausted, too, by the look of him and the dirt on his clothes. A shovel hung from one of his hands.

Lydia slammed the door on Leo.

With nothing but a sliver of artificial light coming through that tiny window in the door, Leo slouched lower against the wall, resting his head against it in hopes of easing the pounding while he worked to catalog the little bit of information he’d just learned.

What seemed only a couple minutes later, the door opened again. A big part of him had been expecting Lydia to reappear with a giant blade, ready to cut off a foot or a hand, if not a leg or an arm.

But instead of Lydia, the man who slipped into the room was the exhausted one he’d glimpsed earlier. Perhaps thirty, tired-looking and red-eyed but fit as hell. Not someone Leo was optimistic about besting in hand-to-hand combat at the moment.

The man shut the door behind him fast before he turned and whirled his finger in the air. “I heard what you said. You try anything, I’ll skin you myself, but that’s why I’m here. Turn around, and I’ll fix your hands so you can take a piss.” He stopped for a second, mid-thought. “Although, I don’t think what we call a toilet is what you have in mind.”

Leo didn’t bother to ask what that meant. Instead, he turned onto his stomach as instructed and remained still as the man crouched behind him. He untied Leo’s hands, fumbling at the ropes, then stepped over him, turned him over, and retied them in front.

Leo stretched his fingers and rolled his shoulders as the man bent down by his ankles.

“Like I said, you try anything, you’ll regret it.”

“I get it.” Leo swallowed air down his dry throat with a small nod. This was one time in his career when appearing pitiful wouldn’t be a bad thing. “Thanks.”

The man grunted at him and stood up, waving at Leo to join him.

It took a good few seconds, but Leo rolled sideways and maneuvered his way to his feet.

The man stopped at the door. “You make this quick. She goes in that office of hers, she’s always in there for a good twenty minutes, but if she sees me doing this, she’ll kill me after she kills you. Understood?”

He sounded sure of himself—more than Leo would’ve liked—so he nodded. “Promise.” His bladder ached so much, it didn’t even occur to him to lie.

The man opened the door and pulled him outside into a hallway of cinder blocks, dust, and little else. Down a ways was another room where a table sat empty and abandoned in an open space. Hanging light bulbs and echoey space didn’t give much information away.

Underground somewhere?

Pulling him down the hall, walking fast and quiet, the man brought Leo to a room that stank of ammonia. He pushed Leo inside and followed, then shut the door behind him. Sprawled around the edges of the space were buckets upon buckets, all of them lidded. The man pointed to a stack in the corner. “Those are full. Pick one of the others and do what you gotta do. Fast.”

Leo blinked, his eyes watering from the stench. “This is the bathroom?”

The man scowled at him, lines growing around his lips. “You picky all of a sudden?”

Shaking his head, Leo moved to a bucket on the floor and pulled the lid off with his bound hands. He tried not to look at the watery sludge inside, which smelled like sharp ammonia and shit.

The relief came immediately. It even outweighed the smell and the difficulty of breathing in the space.

And meanwhile, this guy’s got enough humanity in him to help me. If out of pity. That could mean his loyalty is shaky, at best.

When he finished, Leo put off modesty and bent to re-lid the bucket before taking care of himself. He turned back to the man as he buttoned his pants, fumbling to do so with his bound hands. “You know, you don’t have to keep working for her. She isn’t who she says she is. Not nearly as powerful as you think.”

The man crossed his arms, anger leaking into his expression. “I help you, and you repay me by trying to get me killed?” He grabbed Leo’s elbow, pulling him toward the door. “You make me regret this, you’ll be sorry. Now, you’re gonna shut up and go back where she put you and let me retie your hands behind your back, or we’re gonna have a problem.”

Leo’s breath got yanked out of him as the guy brought him into the hallway, pulled him into his cell, and shoved him to the ground.

“She’s powerless.” Leo grimaced as the man wrenched his hands behind his back again and set to work tying them.

The man’s fingers froze, fumbling on the rope, and Leo could hear the hesitation in his breath.

“Hell, she’s in here interrogating me for information about my partner. But she won’t kill me because she needs the information. Needs it because…she’s powerless.” Leo gasped as the man tied his wrists tighter, seemingly knotting them once more for good measure. “She has no idea what she’s up against, I’m telling you. And that puts you and your buddies in just as much danger as her.”

The man shoved Leo back against the wall as he stood. “I think you’re the one who doesn’t understand what he’s up against.”

Leo rolled over to get less uncomfortable and watched as he headed to the door.

He looked back from the doorway, and Leo saw what he’d hoped for. A tilt to the eyebrows that suggested the guy might at least consider what Leo had told him.

“Hey.” Leo made one last attempt. “Tell me your name. I get out of this, I’ll make sure someone knows you helped me.”

The linebacker of a man froze, wavering, until finally, it came out in a fast whisper. “Melvin.”

The door shut, leaving Leo alone in the dark with his pain and his thoughts. But he had a name. The seed of doubt had sprouted.

That’s something.

The less loyal these men were to Lydia, the more they doubted her, the bigger her chances of failure.

And the better his chance of survival.
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Emma spent an hour trying to backtrack security footage surrounding the furniture store, searching for any sign of Lydia’s people entering. But the truck they’d used as an escape vehicle must’ve been waiting inside for days. Lydia’s team had sped away in that truck and, for all intents and purposes, disappeared.

A trap that allowed Lydia to steal Leo away from us when she couldn’t kill me. Leo is…payback.

Her phone buzzed, and she nearly sent it spinning off the desk in her rush to grab it. The text from SSA Natsu was as short as it was sweet.

Strings pulled to get you an EWG. Homeland Security’s got a prototype for a new device, and they’re bringing it over now. You and Mia come up here to grab some breakfast and then you can meet them outside.

Emma pumped her fist.

Mia grinned in response. “Natsu got us one?”

“Yep.” Emma stood and stretched, pocketing her phone. She shot her computer a derisive look, already grabbing her bag.

In the conference room Natsu’s team used, Emma inhaled a sausage biscuit, downed a half cup of coffee, and grabbed a bottle of water to go. Mia had disappeared to find Vance and take him a biscuit, but Emma didn’t have any interest in waiting. She offered Denae a wave, no longer knowing what to say. She’d already promised to bring Leo back.

Outside, she paced the sidewalk until a large black SUV and covered pickup pulled in. The pickup had mud splattered around the tires. The look of a vehicle that got use out in the testing fields, literally, and wouldn’t be here at the Bureau without purpose. Certainly not alongside a sleek SUV with tinted windows.

The vehicles parked at the curb near Emma, and a rangy woman with long black hair going gray stepped out. She already had her sights narrowed on Emma and lifted her chin in question. “You the Agent Last I’m looking for?”

“Yes, I’m Emma.” She held out her hand. “Homeland?”

The other woman laughed as she shook. “Not by my lonesome, hell no. I’m more of a scientist. Samantha Locklier.”

“Thanks for getting here so quickly, Samantha.” Emma released her hand and nodded at the team members climbing from the vehicles. Two of the men headed straight to the back of the pickup. “I appreciate you bringing the prototype. We all do.”

Locklier nodded, lips going a little thinner. “I hear you’ve got a missing agent and suspect someone tunneling underground, running up on the Bureau. That’s a bold move if I ever heard one, someone attacking you here.”

Emma swallowed, shoving down a quick image of Leo bleeding on the ground. Cut up like Marigold.

“You don’t know the half of it.” She followed the woman to the bed of the pickup, where the men had laid out a couple of cases and begun opening them up, retrieving a variety of electronic boxes and rods. “Looks more like someone raided a hardware store and an alien lab and smashed everything together.”

The agent’s high laugh trilled into the air. Locklier ranged her hand over the machine parts as she spoke, leaving her colleagues to assemble it. “Well, believe it or not, we’re excited to make use of this thing for a real-world application. Here’s the rundown. It uses low-frequency EM induction to identify conductive materials, mostly metals, underground. Any kind of wiring, buried tools, lighting setups…we’ll catch it.”

Emma held up a hand to stop her. “I’m sorry…conductors? You mean…”

“Metal,” the woman supplied. “Sorry. Stop me again if I lose you? So it’ll look for signals in conductors and anything it detects will indicate something’s happening underground. Presumably something that shouldn’t be happening, more to the point.”

“So it won’t detect people.” Emma looked down at the men finicking with its controls. “Or open space?”

Locklier shook her head. “No, but it doesn’t need to. This will detect what those people would need in order to be underground and working. Lights, cables, any tools with conductive metal…this device will find them.”

Emma frowned, scanning the boxes and rods. “But how does that help if they’re already dug in? I mean, wouldn’t something like ground-penetrating radar show the same thing?”

“GPR’s too messy in a place like this.” Locklier didn’t appear to be insulted by the question. “Urban environments are full of pipes, rebar, insulation, and interference. You end up with false positives stacked on top of each other. Conductive materials, though? Those give us a signature we can isolate and track.”

Emma tried to follow the logic. “So we’re not looking for the tunnel. We’re looking for what’s in it.”

“Exactly.” Locklier pointed toward the rear corner of the building. “We’ll set up a grid outside the building and begin a sweep. Any idea which direction is most likely?”

Emma indicated the southwest corner of the building that faced Green’s and the area beyond it. “There’s more open ground that way. Anyone working underground in any other direction would be running into plumbing and other structures from all these other businesses.”

“You heard her, guys.” Locklier waved her team of five in the direction Emma indicated. “We start in the southwest quadrant and expand from there. Let’s go.”

Poles and cables clacked against each other as the men hefted the device and headed out.

Before Locklier followed after them, she scanned the Bureau building, considering it silently. “I assume you know there’s a whole network of tunnels under the city. It’s likely that some of those come pretty near this place. Do you all have precautions in place inside?”

Emma couldn’t help glancing at the ground below her feet, wondering what might actually be down there. “We double-checked our basement for any breaches, and my understanding is that the foundation and outside walls of the Bureau are all reinforced, so tunneling in wouldn’t be a simple thing. We thoroughly checked the basement of Green’s Furniture, too, after the attack. And none of the tunnels built to network beneath the city connect directly…but I know what you’re talking about.”

Locklier nodded. “The tunnel network is the big reason that a device just detecting open space underground would never work, but the idea that criminals would use them to get close to targets…I guess it’s surprising it doesn’t come up more often.”

With that pleasant thought, the woman headed off after the rest of her team and left Emma to wait. Impatiently.

On another day—on another case—Emma might’ve been tempted to learn everything she could about the prototype scouring the ground outside the Bureau. The newest advances in technology weren’t exactly her specialty, but she could get as much of a buzz out of new gadgets as the next person.

Not this morning, though.

Not with the word digging echoing in her mind.

Methodically, square foot by square foot, the device worked the edge of the building’s corner and moved outward, pace by pace. When Emma’s phone buzzed, asking for an update, it was a welcome distraction, and Emma passed the time talking with Vance about why infrared drones wouldn’t help.

“Emma!” Locklier’s voice was high, easily heard over the traffic behind her, and Emma didn’t even bother pocketing her phone before jogging over. “I think we’ve got something.”

Emma peered at the laptop display the woman had before her, propped on a folding table her team had brought out. What looked like a long graphing readout from something like a heart monitor was spread across the laptop in bright colors.

Helplessly, Emma looked back to Locklier. “I don’t know what this means.”

“There’s an underground passageway just there, below my guys. Based on dimensions and placement, I believe it’s connected to the underground network we were talking about, but there are tons of conductors down there. We’ve also got it moving closer to your building than it should, based on the map I’ve got from the city, which means your little moles have dug in closer, assuming we’re right about this.”

“Let’s hope we’re not.”

Samantha tapped a few buttons, and the blueprints for the Bureau came up. “See this corner? The passageway comes off from under the furniture store, and there’s metal equipment not more than three feet outside the Bureau’s foundation wall.”

The corner at the end of the hall, across from where Vance and I started our search. It’s just dead space.

“There’s no door in the basement there,” Emma confirmed, her chest tightening, “just wall.”

Samantha Locklier nodded, her lips pursed. “We’ll have to keep searching to discover where this tunnel goes and where the diggers are coming from, but based on the strength of the signal, I’d say it’s at your basement level. Assuming the guys you’re looking for have taken cables down to get electricity in from a point of entry, we should be able to trace it back to their entrance point. But if we follow it to the nearest possible source, assuming they’re moving in a straight line and aiming to do as little digging as possible…”

The word digging echoed in Emma’s brain again, followed by Colton’s parting words. “But you should keep digging. Dig for the answers. Who knows, if you dig hard enough, they might be right in front of you.”

Adrenaline built in her veins, speeding her pulse forward at the idea of finding Leo. Saving him before it was too late. This might be their answer.

Emma followed the other woman’s line of sight, across the lot that stretched out behind the Bureau and on to a large building perhaps a quarter of a mile in the distance. An old parking garage they’d used before the newer one had been built.

The old one was condemned, with the land scheduled for designation as affordable apartments, but as of yet, it still stood there like an angry old dinosaur skeleton, all hollowed out.

“I’ll call my SSA. Keep going.” Emma backed off from the team and pulled out her phone, dialing Natsu.

When the woman answered, Emma went through the new information as fast as she could. She’d lost her breath by the time she stopped.

Natsu took but a second to process the information. “Good work, Emma. All things considered, we can’t take any chances here…particularly not with thermobarics in play.”

Emma nodded, already realizing what was coming. “You’re evacuating the building?”

“Immediately.” Natsu sighed, and Emma heard fast typing on her end of the phone. “Get the team together and head to that garage. Sloan’s with me, and I’ll send her down while you text Mia and Vance. I’ll call SWAT and bomb disposal in for you also, soon as I get things in play to get people out of this building ASAP.”

“Got it.” Emma texted Mia and Vance, breathing fast.

It was time to get into that damn tunnel and find Leo.

And make her sister pay for taking him.
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The line of abandoned shovels against the wall spoke to how many men I’d lost at the furniture store. Dirt-encrusted, leaning crookedly.

Not a bad metaphor for what happened with my plan, those fucking shovels.

But still standing. Just like me.

I turned to find two of my guys coming up on me like wary toddlers. One of them was the football-player-sized guy whose name I never could remember. The other one was Tobias, who’d been with me from the beginning.

“What do you want? Shouldn’t you be getting the last part of the tunnel ready?” I stared at them, drawing myself up to my full height.

Tobias looked nervous, almost sheepish, but the other one had an angry set to his mouth.

I matched it with my own bluster, focusing on him. “Is this about the hostage?”

Tobias nodded at the larger man. “Go ahead, Mel.”

Melvin. That was his name, not that those things mattered.

Melvin’s ham-sized fists clenched. “Are you even capable of pulling this off?” He stepped past Tobias. “Or is everything you’ve been telling us a lie?”

I stepped forward, and although I had to look nearly straight up to meet his eyes, I made myself do it. “Remind me if questions and disrespect are included in our agreement.”

My voice stayed as steely hard as Mother’s would’ve been. For a second, Melvin faltered, but his hands didn’t unclench, and I could practically feel the tension radiating off his thick chest.

Tobias took a step back from us.

“I don’t think you can do it. Too many of us are…gone. I don’t like those odds.”

Don’t show him any weakness, Lydia. Don’t you do it.

My hand rested on my gun, but my gaze slipped sideways to the door leading to the tunnel from which they’d come. It swung open, and two more guys appeared, taking in the scene.

Melvin opened his mouth to keep arguing, and time slowed down. If any of these men were to remain on my side, I needed to make an example of this oversize idiot and do it fast.

“You hired us on the promise of payment, and that was fine while it lasted. But too many men have died. First Colton. He’s the guy we counted on to get us to the finish line.” Melvin drew himself up, fists clenching and unclenching. “But now? Shit. Now…”

The gun came off my hip in a second, and a bullet went straight into Melvin’s heart.

Tobias yelped, stumbling back on his heels with his gaze glued to the still body on the floor. The dead man’s head had struck the corner of a discarded cinder block, and blood gushed out from it faster than from the hole in his chest.

But not for long.

The men at the door whispered, and I turned to them. As one, they disappeared back into the tunnel. It was better than up toward the garage, but still.

My brain spiraled, imagining all my guys suddenly running on me, loyalty discarded in the face of terror. And then Leo getting loose, following me down the tunnel as I tried to attack Emma on my own, and…

Stop!

My throat dry, I focused on Tobias. First steps first.

I forced a smile. “I heard you trying to reason with him. Some people, though, once they lose faith…it’s too late. I hope you understand.”

Sweat beaded on his forehead, but he didn’t move toward me. “Yeah…Boss. Yeah. I got ya. Melvin was…out of line.”

The hesitation in his voice belonged more to a middle schooler than a grown-ass man, but I nodded as if I didn’t notice it. “Stick with me, Tobias, and you will be rewarded. All of you. We’re almost at the finish line here.”

Tobias avoided looking at the fallen man and fumbled with his phone in his pocket. “I…I gotta prep for entry.”

“You do that.” I thought about reaching out and patting his shoulder, but feared he might faint if I tried it. “And do me a favor…talk to the guys. Explain that Melvin’s questioning had gone too far. Make sure they know we’re almost done here, and they’ll be happy to have stayed around if they just trust me a little longer.”

He jittered his head in a fast nod, like a jumpy salmon, and backed away from me, off toward the door.

When he disappeared, I turned back to Melvin and stared down at him.

I kicked him hard in the balls. Something cracked—not bone, not quite—but it was enough. His body shuddered beneath the weight of my boot, and pleasure flashed through my blood like a match hitting gasoline.

“You idiot.” I stomped again, harder. “You stupid, stupid piece of shit.”

This bastard had almost ruined everything. Just like Barnaby. And Little. And Colton. Always questioning. Always thinking they knew better than me.

I dropped to my knees beside Melvin’s body and slammed my fists into his chest like I was trying to beat the betrayal out of his corpse. “You think you’re better than me?” Thud. “You think I don’t know what I’m doing?” Thud. “You all think that!”

Blood smeared across my knuckles, but I couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t. My breath came in short bursts, wheezing through my teeth.

“Colton!” His name came out in a primal scream, and echoed in the space like it would tear open some rift and bring him back. “You lied to me!” I grabbed Melvin by the shirtfront and shook him like he could give me the answers I wanted. “You said we had a plan. You said we were going to burn the whole fucking thing down together.”

Another scream ripped from my throat. I couldn’t even tell if it was grief or rage anymore. My legs gave out, and I slumped forward over Melvin’s chest, choking on air, on the stink of blood and sweat and failure.

By the time I forced myself to stand, my ankle throbbed, my hands were trembling, and Melvin’s chest looked like I’d tried to cave it in.

Enough. No more delays. No more second-guessing.

Inhaling a deep breath, I turned toward the tunnel, the shadows stretching like fingers hungry to pull me under.

Tobias was in there, making peace, but I didn’t care. “Get ready!” I shouted, my voice still raw. “We’re doing this now!”

All five of the men still standing jerked to attention, eyes wide, feet braced like prey animals scenting the blood on me.

“Finish the prep. We’ve got one shot to break that damn wall. One.”

They moved. Slowly, warily. But they moved.

I turned back once, just once, to look at what was left of Melvin.

Let them see. Let them know.

You didn’t walk away from me. Not without consequence.

Here I come, sis. Here I fucking come.
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Emma waved forward the line of SWAT members who’d shown up, a rush of gratitude hitting her square in the chest when she recognized several faces from the furniture store. They knew what they were walking into.

They knew Leo. That mattered.

If they trusted her already, she might have a shot at staying near the front.

She stood in the lower corner of the abandoned parking garage, the concrete underfoot cracked and stained, the smell of mildew riding the heavy air. Her nerves had been flayed raw for hours. Every moment they waited was another moment Lydia had with Leo.

Nearby, Mia and Sloan secured their respirators in place, the straps tight against their cheekbones. Emma followed suit, fitting the mask over her face and adjusting the seal. The soft hiss of filtered breath—hers and theirs—became a low soundtrack to what was coming.

Vance stood just behind her, double-checking the small, cockeyed utility door set in the wall. “Air’s thick,” he muttered into his comm.

Emma knew what he was wondering. Was the Blue Crush already spread out and waiting for them this time?

Inside that cramped closet, tucked behind a false door, they’d found the tunnel. Human-sized and angled toward the Bureau. It had likely been built in silence for weeks—months, maybe. Dug with care and precision.

When they first opened it, stale air had poured out, heavy and metallic, carrying just the faintest whiff of chemicals. It had been all Emma could do to close the door again, to wait for the Bureau evacuation to finish.

Now her phone buzzed. The message from Natsu was short and final.

Bureau evacuated. Skeleton crew only. All in gear. Proceed.

Emma waved to get the SWAT lead’s attention. “Cleared for go.”

Mike Beck gave a tight nod and gave his teams one last set of instructions before moving through the closet. Emma and the others stacked in behind the team, weapons up, respirators sealed tight. The air got colder as they descended. The tunnel swallowed light and sound alike.

SWAT moved fast but quiet, their helmet lights cutting beams through the darkness. Emma had worried about the visibility, but sparse bulbs strung along the ceiling—probably rigged with stolen power—meant the helmets helped more than they hurt.

Scuffling echoed up the line. Then a sharper sound. Digging? Footsteps?

“We’ve got people ahead.” Mike’s voice crackled softly in Emma’s earpiece. “Be ready.”

They slowed at a turn. Mike held up a fist and stopped the column. When everyone was in position, he locked eyes with Emma.

“Your team holds here. Give me one minute before you follow.”

Emma’s muscles coiled in protest, but she nodded. “Remember, Leo’s down here.”

Beck’s tawny eyes hardened in acknowledgment. He raised a hand. Dropped it.

SWAT surged forward.

Shouts broke out almost immediately. Then a gunshot. Then many. Emma couldn’t see the action but heard bodies hit the floor, boots scrambling, barked commands that were ignored.

She didn’t count to sixty. She ran.

Around the corner, two SWAT agents were pinning down men in filthy jeans, their faces pressed to the dirt. One bled from the shoulder. The other glared up, furious and silent.

Emma dropped beside the silent one. “Your boss kidnapped a federal agent. Where is he?”

The man sneered. No answer.

Emma shot her hand forward, but before she could grab his arm, a loud pounding echoed from deeper down the tunnel. She snapped her head toward the sound just as a nearby SWAT agent yanked open a door.

Emma ran again. Mia and Sloan flanked her without a word. Behind them, Vance followed, covering their backs.

They found two SWAT members sprawled on the ground, groaning. Sloan paused to check them, but Emma didn’t stop. Her lungs burned, the hiss of her own breath through the mask loud in her ears.

Up ahead—movement.

Leo?

Lydia?

She couldn’t tell.

The air changed—thicker, colder. The tunnel lights flickered.

Marigold’s ghost shimmered into view beside her, voice a whisper. “She’ll take your family. Your family for her family.”

At Last, blood for blood.

Emma almost couldn’t look at her fallen friend. Dead because of her. But her voice came out tinny through the mask anyway. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Her apology fell on an empty tunnel. Marigold was gone.

Gunfire erupted ahead.

“Freeze!” Beck’s voice rang out.

A second round of shots answered him.

Emma tightened her grip on her weapon. The world narrowed to the tunnel, to her sister somewhere beyond, and to the man Lydia never should’ve touched.

They’d find her.

And Emma wasn’t leaving without Leo.
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I glanced back down the tunnel. The Feds had cornered two of my guys. Beside me, Tobias fumbled with a fuse while Leo Ambrose stood with his hands zip-tied in front of him, my gun jammed against his spine.

“Move.” I pushed the gun barrel harder into his back. “And don’t think about trying anything heroic.”

Leo grunted, but he stepped forward. “Lydia, you know this is over. The building’s being evacuated as we speak.”

“Shut up.” Just a few more minutes to get into position.

Tobias held up the fuse, and while his hand shook—visible even in the dim light we had here outside the Bureau’s foundation—it did the job.

Adjusting the tank of compressed air hanging on my back, I went ahead and put the mask over my face. Tobias’s mask already puckered his skin tight while he breathed in, and I wondered if any of the forces approaching from behind us had come prepared.

I hoped not. I hoped their lungs burned once Tobias lit the fuse. The door-blasting explosive was only C-4, which could do a decent amount of damage.

I’d saved my Blue Crush for something more…special.

Leo glanced back at me, his eyes narrowed as they fixed on my mask. “Don’t I get a mask?”

“You’re going to have to rely on luck.” I jabbed the gun harder into his spine. “All you need to do is get me into your precious VCU, and maybe, just maybe, I’ll let you live.”

“Emma’s not even there.” Leo’s voice was calm despite everything. “You’re walking into an empty building.”

“You’re not good at playing dumb, Agent Ambrose.” I pressed the gun against the base of his skull. “My sister will come to wherever you are. Now shut up.”

One of my guys—I didn’t know which one at this point—yelled, “They’re coming!” Gunfire sounded out, closer this time, and I glimpsed figures shifting in the shadows on the other side of my guy, farther down the tunnel.

I nudged Tobias, hard. No matter how nervous he might be, the time had come.

None of them had the equipment I’d prepared for Tobias and myself.

Pulling aside my mask, I called back into the tunnel at the men who remained. “Cover us!” Both of them expected to escape into the Bureau behind me, though I sincerely doubted they’d manage it.

I had no way of knowing if they’d listened. It no longer mattered.

I crouched into the side of the tunnel, ready to dive behind the bomb shield we’d set up.

Made of aramid fibers, the shields weighed a good thirty pounds and stood upright, tilted back on metal legs. I nodded at Tobias, who’d readied his own shield, and he finally lit the fuse.

I yanked Leo down beside me, using his body as additional cover. He grunted in pain as his knees hit the concrete floor. However, he seemed to see the good sense of being behind a bomb shield and didn’t complain.

The ground above us and ahead of us was about to blow.

“Don’t shoot!” One of my own was begging now, and I cringed hearing it. These men, these cockroaches, were useless. “I’ll testify. It was all her!”

The explosion rocked me back into the wall, the shield shuddering before us. Tobias crumpled beside me even as the earth shook. Dust and smoke filled the air, and I swiped one sleeve over my safety glasses, fighting the haze of debris clouding my vision. I glanced down to see a gash in the side of his head, just above his mask, and a bloody piece of rock resting in his skull.

Well, shit.

I couldn’t hear well, but muffled shouting came from both above us and behind us. And just ahead of me, a flaming gash dented the concrete. Flames ringed it, angry and red.

Finally, something went as planned.

I hauled Leo to his feet, pressing the gun barrel against his temple. “Move. Through the opening.”

“You’ve lost, Lydia.” Leo sounded stronger than he had any right to. “Even if you kill me, even if you kill Emma, it won’t bring your mother back. It won’t fix whatever’s broken inside you.”

I slammed the butt of my gun into his kidney, making him double over with a grunt of pain. “I didn’t ask for your psychoanalysis. I told you to move.”

Pushing aside the shield, I shoved Leo through the flaming hole in the Bureau foundation, following close behind him. No turning back now.

I still needed to get upstairs and breach the VCU.

Face my sister in her place of power.

Leo stumbled but caught himself, turning to face me despite the gun. “You don’t have to do this.”

“You have no idea what I have to do.” I jabbed the gun toward the stairwell door. “Move.”

Dust hung in the air, debris covering the floor, and this was only the beginning.

A sudden shrieking split the air, along with flashing lights, and water began jetting out from sprinklers set into the ceiling corners. I’d expected a suppression system, but the squirts of water almost made me smile, even as water dinged off the tank attached to my back.

This little amount of water? It wouldn’t do a damn thing.

More yelling sounded out behind me, and I prodded Leo forward. The stairs were clearly labeled, and I yanked open the door, shoving him through.

“Second floor,” I ordered. “And if I see anyone, anyone at all, I’ll put a bullet in your spine first and them second.”

Leo’s shoulders tensed, but he started climbing. “You know Emma won’t let you get away with this.”

“I’m counting on that.”

Sweat collected on my skin as we climbed upward, keeping my gun trained on Leo’s back. Water sprayed down from the corners of the stairwell, soaking the stairs and walls as it dampened our clothes. Leo nearly slipped, and I grabbed the back of his windbreaker to steady him.

“If I fall, Lydia, you’re coming down with me.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” I tightened my grip and kept us moving, one step at a time, preparing myself for the fight of a lifetime.

Everything was mostly going as planned. I had to remind myself it was all still fine. Even if the building had been vacated—Emma wouldn’t abandon her partner. She’d come for him. And when she did, I’d finish this.

At the door to the second floor, taking a deep breath, I unzipped my fanny pack, which hung low on my waist. I pulled out the wrapped balls of Blue Crush I’d prepared before yanking open the door.

I pushed Leo ahead of me.

The entry hall to the VCU was empty. Beside me, elevators sat dormant, and across the hall, doors to restrooms and offices were open and abandoned.

Leo looked back at me, a grim satisfaction in his eyes. “Told you. They evacuated.”

“I’m not an idiot.” It didn’t matter that Emma wasn’t here now. Emma wouldn’t abandon her partner. She’d come after us. Even if I had to wait.

Moving to the entrance of the VCU, I took a few seconds to appreciate it. So official, so sterile, and so…abandoned. This place served as Emma’s place of power. The way the meadow had served as Mother’s. Or something like that. And I now had the chance to demolish it.

I prodded Leo past the desks. A conference room took up one far wall. I aimed a ball at the whiteboard at the head of the table, splattering blue all over it. Then I tore open the other blue ball so that I could dribble the powder as I walked.

“What are you doing?” But I could tell he already knew. “Is that⁠—”

“Blue Crush.” I enjoyed the flash of dread in his eyes. “Let me guess…Colton told you about it, didn’t he? Traitor.”

I pushed him ahead of me as I laid a trail of the powder down from the whiteboard back through the conference room door, which I propped open. In long, easy swirls of powder, I kept trailing along one side of the room, propping open office doors as I moved.

“Sit.” I shoved Leo into a desk chair, where I quickly bound his legs to the seat column with zip ties from my fanny pack.

Leo tested the restraints, his gaze never leaving my face. “She’s going to stop you.”

“Yes, you said that already.” I finished securing him, then continued preparing my trap. Maybe if there was time, I’d check to see which one of these spaces held Emma’s desk, but for now, I cared more about preparing for her entry…then watching her suffocate. When I got back out to the hall, I sent one more ball flying to explode at the far end, covering the whole wall in blue.

It was enough Blue Crush to asphyxiate an elephant.

Killing Emma—in her home, with her “family”—was all that mattered now.
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Emma whirled away from the explosion, hitting the floor hard as a deafening boom and a wall of heat surged through the tunnel. Her mouth filled with grit. Screams rose behind her—shouts of confusion, panic, and pain.

Her ears rang. Smoke entered her lungs. She coughed once—twice—before realizing the respirator was no longer sealed. It dangled from her chin, askew and useless. She yanked it back into place, locking it tight as her lungs screamed for air.

Lydia.

Her damn sister had gone up that tunnel. And she had Leo.

And if I don’t take her down now…this will only get worse.

Emma shoved to her feet, only glancing back when a hand grabbed her ankle. Mia shook her head at Emma as she coughed. “You see that? The whole place is unstable. It’s going to fall in on you.”

Farther back from Mia, other men and women—her team and SWAT—were getting to their feet, gathering themselves and beginning an about-face evacuation. Emma had to move before she no longer had the choice.

“She has Leo.” She tightened her mask a bit more. “Make sure everyone’s safe and get the hell out of here.”

Mia’s eyes widened, her hands full as she tried to get the man beside her to his feet. “Emma, you can’t…”

“I don’t have any choice! Lydia has Leo, and this is between us now. I’m trusting you and Vance to get everyone else out. Do it!”

Before Mia could argue, Emma sprinted down the tunnel, through the smoke and dust. A hole in the foundation of the Bureau beckoned, just ahead.

Heat licked at her side as she hurtled through, but she kept her arms in close, grasping her weapon with the muzzle down. Protecting her skin as best she could, at least for now.

Inside the hall, dust gave way to clearer air, and Emma adjusted the gas mask but kept it on. The angry screeching of the fire alarm wailed, and blinking white lights went off above the stairwell, but she blocked it all out, searching for any sign of Lydia and Leo.

She noticed the stairwell door. Lydia could have gone two ways. If she was thinking about self-preservation, she would head to the nearest exit, one floor up.

But Emma didn’t think Lydia had any self-preservation impulses left. She was set on revenge.

The VCU.

If Lydia had inherited any of Celeste’s behaviors—and all evidence suggested she had, instead of their father’s sensibility—she would want to destroy Emma in her own sanctuary.

And Leo would be a bonus.

Was this the reason Celeste had seduced her dad? To take away the man in Gina Last’s life, the way Lydia thought she could steal Leo from Emma?

It’s not even like that for us, but she must think it is.

Taking the stairs two at a time, Emma ran with that thought in mind. She fought to control her breathing inside the mask, focusing on the task ahead. Leo was up there. Her partner needed her.

She wouldn’t allow herself to keep going on this nightmare merry-go-round of kidnapped friends and dead law enforcement. Lydia had to be caught today, now, before she could unleash any more chaos.

“Stay alive, Leo.” Her voice echoed in her mask. “I’m coming.”

She panted for breath, lungs burning, but above the next flight, finally, she glimpsed an open door. The one leading to the VCU offices.

For half a second, she gathered herself before lunging upward. Sticking to the middle of the stairs, she reached the door. Paused. Listened. No gunshots. No screams. Only the wail of the fire alarm.

Emma eased the door open just enough to peer through. The hallway beyond was covered in lines of blue powder—Blue Crush—running along the walls, floor, and leading into the offices. The emergency lights strobed in the hallway, casting eerie shadows across the powder trails.

She slipped through the door, keeping her back to the wall, and moved cautiously toward the conference room. The doors had been propped open, and more blue powder created an intricate pattern inside. Through the glass walls, she spotted Leo.

Her partner was zip-tied to a chair in the middle of the bullpen, a trail of Blue Crush circling him like a moat.

If ignited, the Blue Crush would suffocate him at less than a quarter of that quantity. He wasn’t wearing a mask.

Shit.

His face was bruised, but he was alert, scanning the room. When he spotted her in the doorway, his expression remained deliberately blank, but his eyes widened slightly in warning.

Too late.

Lydia stepped out from around a shelf, standing directly behind Leo. She held a lighter in one hand and a gun in the other, the barrel pressed against Leo’s temple.

“Hello, sister.” Her voice was light and singsong through her respirator. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming to the party.”

Emma gazed into her sister’s eyes, trying to understand. “Why, Lydia? Why hate me so much when I didn’t even know you existed?”

Lydia scoffed. “Because you had everything. You were the golden daughter. The one he wanted. My father…our father…knew about me. And still, he chose you.”

A flare of anger spread through Emma, but not at Lydia. At her father. Why had he abandoned Celeste and Lydia? Sent Emma away?

But he was dead, and those questions would never be answered.

“I’m sorry, but I had no idea any of that had happened.” Emma spoke just loud enough to be heard through the respirator. “But he abandoned me too. Sent me to boarding schools. I barely saw him. I thought he was doing the best he could. It looks like he failed both of us.”

Lydia’s eyes narrowed, but her hand stayed steady on the lighter. “My whole life was spent waiting for him to show up and prove I mattered. He never did. He sent checks. And silence.”

Emma nodded. “He didn’t know how to love people. I didn’t feel loved either. But I’m not your enemy, Lydia.”

Lydia’s shoulders lifted with a sharp inhale. “Don’t act like we’re the same. You got the magic. You got her. Mother looked at me every day like I was a fucking disappointment. Like I was broken.”

Emma’s chest tightened. “Because you couldn’t talk to ghosts?”

Lydia’s gaze burned into her, steady and hard. “Not like you. She told me I didn’t have the gift. That power can’t be taught. That I wasn’t chosen. So I chose myself.”

The lighter wavered.

Emma took a step closer. “For what it’s worth, I am so sorry that happened to you.”

Lydia scoffed. “You want to know the worst day of my life?” She rolled her shoulders. “I was ten. She made me pace this meadow, over and over again. It felt like a million times. After each crossing, she kept asking, ‘And?’ And what? It was just stupid grass. I concentrated so hard I gave myself a nosebleed. Then she just shook her head and walked away.”

Emma swallowed. She knew exactly the meadow Lydia was talking about. Apparently, gateways to the Other didn’t open for everyone.

“I’m sorry.” What else could she say?

“Don’t be sorry. Be useful. Since you’re Little Miss Ghost Whisperer, call her up. Ask her what she thinks of me now. Ask her why I wasn’t good enough.”

Emma closed her eyes. If only it was that simple.

Nothing stirred in the Other. No ghostly whispers.

Lydia snorted. “You can’t see her, can you?”

Emma licked her lips and did the only thing she could…she lied. “Yes, she’s here. Beside you, on your right.”

Lydia glanced that way, and Emma took a small step closer.

“Mother?” Lydia faced Emma again. “Are you telling the truth?”

“Yes.” No lie had ever come easier. “She told me to tell you to stop this now. To just leave and run away. Get out of the country and begin a new life.”

Lydia frowned. “I don’t believe you.”

Emma shrugged. “That’s your choice. You asked the question, and I answered.”

A bead of sweat slipped down Leo’s temple. He was doing something. Working the binds holding his hands together. Very carefully, barely moving.

Good.

Lydia waved the gun in Emma’s direction before placing it back at Leo’s temple. “Ask her to say something only she and I would know.”

Shit.

Emma racked her brain, trying to remember anything Celeste might have said about her daughter. Nothing would come. She was about to come up with another lie when the air shimmered.

Gentle. Familiar.

Her mother.

Not Celeste Foss, but Gina Last.

Emma gasped. Her mother stood before her in the Other, as beautiful as ever.

“I’ve been watching Celeste for years, sweetheart.” Her mother’s first words from the Other reached Emma as softly as a kitten’s purr, full of the love that had always radiated from Emma’s picture of the two of them together. The one Gina used to knock over to communicate with her. “She had a silver locket…Lydia’s locket. She wore it on the day she died. There’s a piece of blue sea glass inside. Lydia gave it to her when she was six.”

Emma’s eyes stung. She mentally thanked her mom.

She refocused on Lydia. “Celeste wore a silver locket when she died. Inside was a piece of sea glass. You gave it to her when you were six.”

Lydia’s eyes widened.

“I saw her.” Emma lifted her chin. “She’s proud of you. But she’s sorry too. Sorry she couldn’t show it. Sorry she hurt you.”

Lydia’s hand trembled.

“Let Leo go. You don’t have to burn the world to make her see you. She already does.”

Lydia stood frozen. A lone tear trailed down her cheek.

“Mom?” The word was so small. Lydia turned to her right, and her gun hand fell to her side.

Leo moved.

Like a snake striking at prey, he threw himself backward, chair and all. His weight caught Lydia off-guard, sending her stumbling. The gun clattered to the floor. Emma held her breath, but, mercifully, it didn’t go off.

Emma lunged forward as Lydia struggled to regain her balance. The gun was gone, and her mask had been knocked partially off—dangling from her chin—but the lighter was still in Lydia’s hand, poised above a trail of Blue Crush. She yanked the mask off entirely and stared at Emma, her eyes dark and pitiless.

“I’ll see you in hell.”

“Don’t!” Emma dove toward her.

Lydia flicked the flint.
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Emma felt it more than heard it—a violent shift in pressure that made her ears pop as the oxygen was swept out of the conference room in one catastrophic moment.

Blue Crush didn’t just burn. It consumed.

Sparks skittered along the powder trails like fireflies on a warpath, leaping from line to line in a frenzied chain reaction. A bright flare erupted at Leo’s feet.

Lydia screamed as flames raced up her arm, a sound that choked off just as quickly. Her mouth moved, her throat convulsing, but no sound followed. She clawed at her chest, lungs already failing.

Across from her, Leo kicked at the floor, fighting to get free. The flames had already eaten through part of his pants leg, searing flesh beneath. But it wasn’t the fire that would kill him first. It was the vacuum. Blue Crush was starving the air from the room.

Lydia grabbed her throat, her burning shoe striking the lighter as it clattered to the floor. Her dropped respirator popped and sizzled as plastic and rubber gave way to blue flames. She stumbled toward the shattered remains of a desk, her movements sluggish.

Emma’s mind raced. Less than thirty seconds until unconsciousness. Four minutes until brain damage. And only one respirator between the three of them.

Emma made her choice.

She ran for Leo.

He saw her coming but couldn’t respond. His face had turned a terrifying shade of gray-blue, eyes fluttering half closed.

Emma dropped to her knees, grabbed the chair, and yanked it onto its wheels. The flames were creeping upward. She slapped at them with her sleeve, ignoring the searing heat and the blistering pain already blooming across her palm.

She leaned in, yanked off her own respirator, and shoved it over Leo’s face. It wouldn’t save him completely, not in a room this oxygen-depleted, but it would give him a fighting chance.

His chest hitched with a rasping, desperate breath.

I’ve got you.

Leo sagged in the chair. His eyelids fluttered, but he was still conscious. Holding her breath, Emma gripped the chair legs and began pushing him across the office.

Lydia stumbled out of the haze, her hands around her throat, eyes wild with panic and fury. She lunged, grabbing for the mask on Leo’s face.

So much for going out on her own terms.

Emma twisted away and shoved Lydia back with her shoulder. She wanted to scream, to curse, but she had no air to make a single sound.

Lydia collapsed, hacking, clutching at her throat. Her knees gave out, and she crumpled sideways, the fight in her stolen by the vacuum.

Emma dropped beside Leo. With shaking hands, she pulled the respirator from his face and took a single, deep breath before pressing it back over his mouth and nose.

It wouldn’t be enough. Not for either of them. But it was all she had.

Without another glance at her fallen sister, Emma began dragging Leo again.

The trail of Blue Crush was already flaring in unpredictable patches, and another burst of flame erupted near the corner of the room, close enough that the heat slapped at her cheek.

Almost there.

The stairwell door loomed ahead. But with each step, Leo grew heavier. Deadweight and adrenaline were a brutal mix.

Lungs burning, Emma reached the door and shoved it open with her shoulder. Smoke and stale air greeted her, but it was breathable. She dragged Leo into the hall and kicked the door closed behind them.

She sank to her knees, gasping, to check his breathing. It was ragged but present.

Now the zip ties.

She fumbled with the ones binding his ankles. They were cinched tight, biting into his skin. Her fingers slipped once, twice, but finally she managed to wedge her bloodied fingertips between the tie and his boot and yank hard.

It snapped.

She moved to the second tie and did the same, sweat and ash dripping into her eyes.

“Come on, Leo,” she whispered, smacking his cheek. “Stay with me.”

He groaned.

Good.

She got him upright, slung his arm around her shoulders, and heaved. He was awake, barely, but still weak. His feet shuffled beneath him, not quite helping, not quite hindering.

The stairwell loomed.

Step by step, she helped him down, gripping the handrail with one hand and keeping Leo upright with the other.

The building groaned above them. A pressure ripple surged through the stairwell. The fire was accelerating the chemical reaction, Blue Crush eating everything.

They had to move.

By the landing, Leo was starting to mumble. By the time they reached ground level, his legs were moving more steadily. Emma gritted her teeth and shoved the final door open.

Outside.

Late-afternoon light blinded her for a second. The air tasted like salvation. She half dragged, half guided Leo across the lot to a patch of grass and eased him down.

Emma yanked the respirator off his face. Somewhere between the door and the ground, he’d lost consciousness. His lips were pale, but not blue.

“Leo!”

She leaned close. Without hesitation, she tilted his head back, pinched his nose, and gave two rescue breaths.

“Come on.” Her hands trembled as she positioned them on his chest to begin compressions. She remembered another scene. Another round of CPR. Denae flickering in and out of existence.

She didn’t see Leo’s ghost, though. He was still here.

“Don’t you dare die on me, Ambrose.”

He’s still here, Emma girl.

“Come on, Leo.”

Leo’s body jerked. He gasped, a harsh, painful sound, and his eyes flew open as his lungs finally remembered how to work.

Relief washed over Emma as she sat back. “Breathe. Just breathe.”

Leo coughed violently, his body curling inward as he struggled to sit up. Emma helped him, supporting his shoulders as he dragged in one ragged breath after another.

“Lydia,” Leo managed between coughs. “Where⁠—”

Emma turned to look at the FBI building. Smoke—tinged with an eerie blue glow—poured from the second-floor windows. The distinct wail of approaching sirens cut through the afternoon air. Strange sparkling twinkled like broken glass in sunshine.

“She’s gone.”

A team of paramedics rushed toward them, but Emma couldn’t take her eyes off the second floor. Her sister was up there. Her last blood. Gone now, consumed by her own creation, her own revenge. Science instead of power, but the result was the same.

Leo’s hand found hers, squeezing weakly. “You saved my life.”

Emma tore her gaze away from the building to look at her partner. “I think it was my turn.”
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Emma stepped out of Jacinda’s hospital room, her hand lingering on the doorframe a moment longer than necessary. Jacinda was awake, coherent, and—true to form—already trying to issue orders from her bed. But Emma had only stayed a few minutes. Long enough to reassure and be reassured, but not long enough to get pulled into Bureau gossip or team updates. Jacinda still needed to rest.

Besides, the real conversation she wanted was waiting down the hall.

She headed that way, her boots clicking against the tile. Her hands, still bandaged, ached with every swing of her arms. Her whole body did, honestly. But none of that mattered right now.

Leo’s room was near the end of the corridor, the door cracked just enough for her to catch the faint sounds of a baseball game on the TV. She knocked lightly and pushed it open.

Leo looked up from his bed, one leg still elevated and his shoulder wrapped tightly. He was propped with pillows, and despite the bruises and the paleness, he gave her a real smile.

“Hey.” His voice was rough but warm. “They send you to make sure I haven’t flatlined?”

Emma smirked and stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “You better not. Not after all the effort it took to save your ass.”

She pulled the lone visitor chair over to his bedside and dropped into it with a soft groan. The entire team was moving like senior citizens.

“Just came from Jacinda’s room. She looks good. Tired, but good.”

Leo nodded, watching her. “She’ll pull through. We always do.”

Emma hesitated a beat, not wanting to talk business, but knew it’d ease his mind to know everything she knew. “Natsu’s staying on as interim SSA until Jacinda’s fully back on her feet.” She leaned forward. “If you weren’t so banged up yourself, I’m betting she would have asked you to fill that role.” She gestured to all the bandages. “Looks like you’re off the hook.”

Relief flashed across his face. “Good. That’s good. I don’t think I’m ready to play boss. Especially not when I still need help getting my pants on.”

Emma chuckled, leaning back in her chair. “It’ll be a while before any of us are fully back to normal. But we’ll get there.”

Leo’s phone buzzed on the tray beside him. With visible effort, he reached for it.

“Want me to get that for you?”

He shook his head just as his fingers closed over the device. His face clouded. “It’s Denae.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

A smile played on his lips. “She…she wants to know if I’m up for dinner soon.”

Something in Emma’s heart loosened. She’d rooted for the couple from the very beginning, and seeing how miserable each were without the other had troubled her deeply.

But she didn’t want to push. “So?”

“I don’t know.” His thumb moved over the small picture of Denae’s face. “We took a break for a reason. And after all this…” He shrugged, wincing with the movement.

Emma studied his handsome features, choosing her words carefully. “Love’s always scary. Doesn’t mean it’s not worth it. What do you want, Leo? Not what’s safe. Not what’s convenient. What do you actually want?”

He ran his thumb down Denae’s face one last time before meeting her gaze. “Her.”

Joy flooded through Emma. “Then go get her.”

Leo licked his lips. “What if she says no?” He looked like a teenager afraid to ask the prettiest girl to prom.

Emma remembered Denae’s face when Leo had been missing—the desperation, the love. “She won’t.”

The room went quiet for a moment, and Emma thought it would stay that way—until the air changed.

Cold.

Still.

Hair rose on the back of her neck as the Other crept in. She looked around, and there they were.

Two figures. A man and a woman. Standing on the other side of Leo’s bed.

They looked vaguely familiar. Both the man and the woman were tall, with dark hair and sharp, handsome features…watching him as if he just might be their whole world.

Emma blinked, heart stuttering. “Leo, don’t freak out, but…I think your mom and dad are here.”

Leo froze. He didn’t look around, not right away. His voice came out low. “Are you sure?”

“We’re here.” The man spoke softly. Emma heard Leo’s voice in his. Gruff but kind. “Emma, we’re proud of him. He’s a good man, isn’t he?”

The woman beside him clutched at her husband’s hand while her other hand hovered over Leo’s head.

“He’s a very good man.” Emma coughed, trying to control her emotions. “They say you’re a good man, and they’re proud of you. They’re holding hands, Leo. Together.”

His father smiled, and the lines around his eyes crinkled, adding age to his young face, just like the tiny crow’s feet around Leo’s eyes did. “Tell him we’re sorry. So sorry for missing the concert…for missing the rest of his life.”

Tears spiked behind Emma’s eyes, but she relayed the message.

Leo stiffened, and when he spoke, his voice was thick. “You’d better not be messing with me.”

“I’m not.” Emma fought back emotion. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Leo’s mother turned her white-eyed gaze to Emma. “Would you tell him something else?”

Emma simply nodded, not sure if she could find her voice when she didn’t have to.

“Tell him that he must stop blaming himself for our deaths.”

Emma knew she had to lose herself to the experience between parents and son, so she took a nice, even breath and became nothing more than a conduit.

Leo cleared his throat. “Point them out to me, Emma, please.”

She stood and reached across the bed, putting her hands directly in line with theirs, desperately wishing she had the ability to be Leo’s eyes so he could see them again.

But she couldn’t. Knowing they were here would have to be enough.

Leo wiped at his eyes. “I know…I know you wouldn’t want me to blame myself. I know. But it’s hard. You’d still be alive if not for that stupid concert.”

His father shook his head. “Leo, no. Sometimes, people have different futures than we want them to have. Your papu says so too.”

Emma’s voice trembled as she spoke his father’s words.

His mother’s eyes crinkled, filling with tears. “Emma, tell him one more thing.” And then she said the words that Emma imagined Leo had been waiting his whole life to hear.

“Leo, I’m supposed to tell you, ‘Love today, buddy. Make it special.’”

Leo let out a noise that was equal parts laugh and cry, burying his face in his hands. After a long moment, he nodded. “I will. I promise.”

The couple began to fade.

“They’re leaving.”

Leo reached for them, his hand flailing the air. “I love you both.”

But they were gone.

Leo must’ve felt their spirits break away, because the whimper of a tormented child made its way up out of his throat. He reached for her hand. “Thanks, Emma. That was…thank you.”

She took his hand between her bandaged ones. “What do you think family’s for? We’ve always got each other’s backs, you and me.”
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Later, back at her apartment, Emma went straight to the nightstand beside her bed. She picked up the picture of her mother, and a memory popped to mind, an impossible one from when she must’ve been a baby. But she suddenly recalled it with perfect clarity.

Her mother looking down at her adoringly, with her father behind her shoulder, the two of them as proud as any young parents could ever be. Emma stared up at them, a feeling of total safety and security encasing her like the softest blanket ever woven.

I don’t think I’ve ever felt this safe. This loved.

When she gathered herself, she put the photo back down and simply stood back to peer down at it. “I’ve got a good family now, Mom. I promise. They care about me like…like I never realized, until recently. Maybe not like you and Dad did, but then again, maybe it’s just like that.”

Emotion clogged Emma’s throat as she wondered if her mother heard her now or if she’d see her at some point in the future in this life.

She also realized it didn’t matter.

She wasn’t that lonely little girl anymore. Nor was she the woman searching for ghosts in every shadow.

She had her people now.

And for the first time in a long time, she knew she wasn’t haunted.

She was home.
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Two months later…

The restaurant buzzed with quiet celebration. Emma stood at the edge of the private dining room, watching her team through the shimmer of warm light and champagne flutes. The space was tasteful, with soft instrumental music playing in the background, and beyond a glass wall, a small dance floor caught the light just right.

Mia and Vance were chatting with Sloan, all dressed up for the occasion. Vance was dating someone new, a friendly school counselor named Lena, who currently had Sloan cracking up. Mia had come solo, but from the way she kept checking her phone, someone new wasn’t far behind.

At the center of it all sat Jacinda—back from medical leave, healthy and more formidable than ever. Her husband beamed at her from the seat beside her, his pride unmistakable.

Emma exhaled, her body still aching in occasional twinges from the explosion. She wore her favorite dress, a deep navy wrap that made her feel pretty.

Leo and Denae stood by the buffet, holding hands. Emma didn’t need to ask what happened there. Love had returned. Or never left. It was written all over their faces.

Glass of wine in hand, she slipped through the door onto the balcony that overlooked the city’s lights. Soft music drifted up, accompanied by the clink of dishes and the low thrum of conversation. She rested her arms on the railing and breathed.

“Hey, Emma.”

The voice came from the periphery, like the memory of a dream she hadn’t dared hope for. She turned.

Oren stood just a few feet away, his outline faint but unmistakable in the soft light. He looked just like he had the last time she saw him—gentle, steady, and with that crooked smile that used to undo her.

“Hey.” Her voice cracked.

“You did good.”

She took a step closer. “I miss you.”

He smiled. “I know. But you don’t have to. Not anymore.”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

Oren tilted his head, his white eyes glowing. “You’ve got your family. You’ve got love to give. Just stay open. That’s how you find the good things. You stop bracing. You let them in.

Her chest tightened. “What are you saying⁠—”

“I’m saying that you’ve made your last stand. You don’t have to fight anymore.” He smiled. “Not in your personal life, at least. You deserve joy.”

The balcony door open, and a familiar figure stepped out. Mike Beck, from the SWAT team.

His dark-blond hair curled slightly at the edges, like he hadn’t had time for a proper trim. His tawny eyes were warm but sharp, and the crinkles at the corners of those eyes told her he laughed easily and often.

He stopped a few feet away, offering a cautious but confident smile accompanied by a dimple peeking out on his left cheek. “Hi. Sorry if I’m intruding.”

His voice was smooth and deep—like a cello in a quiet concert hall. He looked good in tactical gear, but he looked even better in a suit.

Emma swallowed a sip of champagne. “You’re not intruding at all.”

Beck—no, Mike—stepped closer, the city lights catching in his eyes. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me. We didn’t exactly get a lot of face time between the smoke, gunfire, and…you sprinting off into chaos.”

She laughed, though it sounded a little fake to her. “That’s me, Emma Chaos Last.”

His dimple reappeared. “I’m really glad it ended for you the way it did. Could’ve gone a lot worse.”

She nodded, the breeze tugging at a loose strand of hair. “It almost did. You were there for Jacinda. Thank you for that.”

He shrugged, but there was nothing casual about the look he gave her. “Some moments you don’t forget. That was one of them.”

Emma tilted her head. “The part where you fire-carried my boss out of a death trap, or the part where I nearly collapsed on the sidewalk?”

His dimple deepened. “I’d say both. But the sidewalk part…I was seriously impressed you didn’t just pass out. You looked like hell.”

She laughed, a real one this time. “Yeah. Felt like it too. The water helped.”

“I’m glad. Have to keep the legend hydrated.”

Emma scoffed. “I’m no legend.”

“Could’ve fooled me.” His eyes lingered on hers a heartbeat too long. “I’m not usually this bold, but I didn’t want to leave tonight without at least asking…” He nodded toward the dance floor. “Agent Last. Would it offend your tactical sensibilities if I asked you to dance?”

Her instinct was to say no. To stay safe on the sidelines.

But before she could, Oren appeared behind him. No words this time. Just that same, knowing smile and a single, solemn nod.

Stay open.

Emma opened her mouth to answer just as the music changed, shifting from a slow ballet to driving rock.

A pulsing rhythm swept across the floor. The kind that didn’t ask. It pulled.

Sloan burst onto the balcony, swept past Mike, and snagged Emma’s hand. “You’re not sitting this one out, wallflower.”

Emma’s mouth popped open. “I wasn’t⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter.”

As Sloan started pulling her toward the dance floor, Emma reached back and caught Mike’s hand.

He linked fingers with hers and chuckled. “I’ll try to keep up.”

With the beautiful Sloan at her front and the sexy SWAT leader at her back, Emma did something she hadn’t done in a very long time. She let go. She stayed open.

Maybe this is what Oren meant—not choosing, not overthinking. Just…standing in the middle of something good and letting yourself feel it.

Not allowing herself to think too much about it all, she just danced.

They weren’t the only ones. Vance spun Lena into the swirl of motion. Mia twirled with a red-faced rookie who clearly wasn’t ready for her energy. Jacinda danced offbeat but glowing in her husband’s arms. Leo and Denae moved in slow, small circles, foreheads nearly touching.

And Emma—in the middle of it all, her hand held by Sloan, her steps joined by Mike—laughed.

She glanced toward the balcony. Oren was still there. Still watching. Still smiling.

From beyond the glow of city lights, Marigold came up behind him and took his hand. She gave Emma a gentle nod, content, at peace.

As Marigold led Oren into the gleaming lights, Emma knew she wouldn’t see them again. Like her mother, they were beyond her reach, on to whatever happened next.

Arms, living and vibrant, brushed hers. Laughter rose like music.

She wasn’t haunted anymore.

She was dancing.

And whatever came next…

She was ready.

The End

But hey, thanks for sticking with me.

We made it through the dark. Now go find your light.

I’ll be out there chasing mine too.

Love, Emma
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She wasn’t just a federal agent with sharp instincts and a fierce sense of justice. She had something else—something stranger. A flicker of intuition, a glimmer of knowing. A connection to the veil between worlds that’s always fascinated me.

Since childhood, I’ve had moments I can’t explain. Flickers of insight. Sudden emotions that didn’t feel like mine. Brief encounters with something just beyond. And for as long as I can remember, I’ve been deeply curious—not just about death itself, but about what lingers after. What stories the dead might still want to tell. What love, regret, or unfinished truths they’d try to share if only they could.

Writing Emma gave me permission to explore those questions. To lean into that mystery. To ask: What if some people can hear the whispers we’ve been taught to ignore?

Thank you for letting me take that leap.

Thank you for embracing Emma’s gift, her grief, her grit. Thank you for staying with her, even when the darkness pressed close. This series has meant the world to me, and it wouldn’t have existed without you.

Though this is Emma’s final chapter, I hope her voice—and the voices of the ones she’s lost—will echo just a little longer in your heart.

With gratitude and love,

Mary


WHAT’S NEXT?


FREE BOOK OFFER

How did it all start for Emma Last?

I hope you enjoyed Last Stand. I have a very special and exclusive free book offer for you - Last Inception: The Prequel.

Can you imagine Emma as anything other than an FBI agent? It’s true. She’d been molded to follow in her father’s footsteps until a chilly autumn evening changed everything. How did she find the strength to break free of her father’s expectations and become an advocate for the living...and the dead? Find out in this exclusive free book offer of Last Inception: The Prequel.

Click HERE to get your free copy now!

** Available Nowhere Else!**
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You’ll also be the first to know as soon as I have a new book available
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If you loved Last Stand, I have another thrilling series that I’d love to introduce to you, A Villain’s Story.

Blood on the Badge (A Villain’s Story: Book One)

Detective Justice Hall, haunted by his dark past, must confront his own murderous impulses as he searches for a missing person and tracks down a ruthless serial killer. Get ready for a heart-pounding read with Blood on the Badge.

Click HERE to download Blood on the Badge now.
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Psychological Thrillers

Don’t Tell

Gone Viral

Her Perfect Lie


UPCOMING NEW SERIES


Genevieve Steel Series (pre-order now)

Get ready to meet Genevieve Steel, an FBI Special Agent with the BAU—and a past that refuses to stay buried. Genevieve is driven by a chilling truth: her father is a notorious serial killer. And the person who put him behind bars? Genevieve herself. Determined to stop predators like her father, she’s hiding a secret of her own, and must confront a terrifying question: Does darkness run in her blood?

Claire Legacy Series (coming in 2025)

Home for Special Agent Claire Legacy is New Orleans: a city of shadows and secrets—a place where history whispers from haunted mansions, danger lurks in the bayous, and Mardi Gras masks hide more than just faces. Tasked with solving brutal crimes that strike too close to home, Claire must confront not only ruthless villains but also the secrets that shattered her family. As the cases pull her deeper into New Orleans’ tangled web of corruption and betrayal, Claire discovers that some legacies aren’t worth preserving—they’re meant to be broken.

Ivy Chance Series (coming in 2025)

When Ivy moves to Key West for a fresh start with the FBI, she’s focused on building a new life for herself and her four-year-old daughter. But fate has other plans. A chance encounter with someone who looks exactly like her turns Ivy’s world upside down. What begins as a shocking meeting with a supposed doppelgänger reveals a deeper truth—they’re twins, torn apart by madness and lies at birth, brought together by fate. But the secrets that kept them apart for so long aren’t done yet. And some truths are more dangerous than the killers Ivy hunts.

Indie Reign Series (coming in 2025)

In Sherwood County, Detective Indira "Indie" Reign and her K-9 partner, Broc, are an unstoppable team—both a little rough around the edges, fiercely loyal, and brilliant at what they do. Broc isn’t just a partner; he’s family, and together, they tackle the town’s darkest secrets. But when the cases start hitting close to home, Indie realizes the biggest mystery may be her own past. As bodies turn up and the line between friend and foe blurs, Indie and Broc will have to outwit villains who prey on innocence—while Indie confronts the truth behind her family’s disappearance.

Olympia Smith Series (coming in 2025)

Journey to Hawaii with FBI agent Olympia Smith. She might look like the all-American girl next door, but beneath her easygoing vibe lies a mind obsessed with puzzles and patterns. Using her sharp investigative skills and expertise in mentalism to solve Hawaii’s most violent crimes, Olympia’s greatest mystery is her own past. Orphaned at three with no memory of her family, her search for the truth will lead her into a dangerous web of secret societies, international espionage, and a family legacy steeped in betrayal. As bodies drop and secrets rise from Hawaii’s shadowy underbelly, Olympia will discover that some puzzles were never meant to be solved.
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