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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    They told him not to come back. In fact, that was one of the cardinal rules of the parties: once you left, you never came back.  
 
    Never. 
 
    And Duane always followed the rules. Doing anything different was a surefire way to make sure that he wasn’t invited again. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    There were rumors about one of the boys who tried to sneak into the after-party.  
 
    No one ever saw him again.  
 
    Most of the people he spoke with said that the kid was deported, but Duane feared that the outcome was something more sinister. 
 
    After all, he had firsthand experience with what they were capable of.  
 
    Another rule was that you never talked about the parties. You didn’t mention who was attending, who was serving, or where or when it was held. 
 
    You just didn’t.  
 
    And this was fine by him. 
 
    The money was good—no, it was great. As for the pain? 
 
    As they say, pain is temporary. And you got used to it. The human mind has a way of normalizing almost anything.  
 
    Time and money help heal all wounds.  
 
    Tonight, Duane hadn’t been selected to attend the after-party. This came as a disappointment. He’d been chosen to stay late at the last two parties, and he expected to be invited again. 
 
    After all, he didn’t complain; if one of the guests asked him to do something, he did it. Did it with a smile. And this was where the real money was to be had. 
 
    It was after one in the morning when he finished up. His normal routine was to head to The Cheesecake Factory for a greasy meal and a cold beer, leaving a fat tip for whoever served him. He’d done this so many times, and because they knew the tip was coming, they overlooked the fact that he was underage.  
 
    Then into a warm bath for at least an hour. 
 
    “Hey, you seen Pauly?” A man who went by Roger asked. He was in his late teens, several years older than Duane, but he had similar sharp cheekbones and hazel eyes. Thin frame, brown skin. 
 
    “No, is he staying late?” 
 
    Roger was one of the more veteran servers. He’d been attending these parties for years now, and he knew pretty much everybody who came and went. Duane knew Roger well, although he was fairly certain that this was the first time that the man had ever spoken to him. 
 
    Roger pulled hard on his cigarette. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    There was worry in his voice and this concerned Duane. He liked Pauly. They’d both come in at the same time and had grown close. As close as you could be in this industry.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Roger’s brown eyes drifted down to his feet for a moment and then he shook his head. “Never mind.” 
 
    The man hurried off in a cloud of smoke, putting distance between himself and the estate.  
 
    The address for the events always changed, but the locations were similar: secluded, off the beaten path. Huge McMansions that had fallen into disrepair. Still, Duane never had to walk for more than a half hour before reaching civilization. There, he would catch a cab to the nearest Cheesecake Factory.  
 
    And he knew that’s what he should do now: follow Roger’s trail of cigarette smoke and get a ride. If a cab didn’t come, there would be no shortage of people who would pick up a young hitchhiker like himself. They were even more accommodating when Duane flashed some cash. 
 
    But something about Roger’s tone bothered him. Really bothered him. 
 
    Just go—walk away.  
 
    Maybe it was because he hadn’t gotten the invite to the after-party. Maybe it was because he was truly concerned about Pauly. 
 
    Either way, Duane found himself walking not away from the compound, but toward it. 
 
    This is a bad idea. 
 
    The Tudor mansion was surrounded by a massive stone wall. He’d been released through a back door and ushered out through a wrought iron gate, away from the guests’ prying eyes. 
 
    Duane was standing in front of this gate now. The two large men in suits who had escorted him out were nowhere to be found. He peered through the iron bars, trying to see into the house. There was a window facing him, and the interior was well lit, but Duane could only make out shadows within. 
 
    Where are you, Pauly? 
 
    He scratched the back of his head, raking his hands through his jet-black hair.  
 
    Then he bit his lip. 
 
    Don’t go back, a tiny voice in his head warned him. Duane, don’t go back. 
 
    But that was the thing about voices in your head, you were often compelled to do the opposite of whatever they suggested. 
 
    Duane easily scaled the gate, landing softly on the brick walkway below.  
 
    I’m just going to look, make sure he’s okay. 
 
    He stayed in the shadows as he hurried to the house. His heart was thudding hard in his thin chest, threatening to break out of his ribcage. 
 
    Just going to look… I’m just going to look. 
 
    Every few steps he stopped and listened. The night spoke to him.  
 
    And then he heard something else. Shouting. Not angry but worried. 
 
    Duane stayed low as he approached the window. It wasn’t until he was right up against the stone that he dared raise his head. 
 
    His heart reversed course, stopping completely now. 
 
    There was a man with his back to the window. He was shirtless, his pale skin only broken by a set of suspenders that held up his black slacks.  
 
    Beyond him was a couch.  
 
    And on that couch lay Pauly. 
 
    The boy was slumped, completely still, his naked flesh ashen.  
 
    His eyes were open, and he stared blankly at the ceiling.  
 
    “I need someone in here, now!” the man boomed. “Now!” 
 
    Duane didn’t recognize the voice. 
 
    They never let you into the party with a phone. They were very strict about this. Not even the esteemed guests were allowed phones. All the servers had one, of course, but they were confiscated upon entering and returned when they were released.  
 
    Duane felt around in his pocket for his and pulled it out. And then, for reasons he did not fully comprehend, he started to record. 
 
    Another man entered the room. He was tall and black and bald. His expression was severe. 
 
    “Is he dead?” The half-naked man asked. “Tell me he’s not dead.” 
 
    When the bald man reached down and checked for a pulse, Duane had to make sure that he was still recording. His hand was shaking so badly that he feared he’d accidentally pressed stop. 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    “He’s dead,” the bald man announced with all the emotion of a man citing last night’s baseball scores. 
 
    Duane gasped and the bald man looked in his direction. 
 
    He dropped to his knees, but he knew he’d been seen. 
 
    Shit. Shit! 
 
    “Hey!” someone yelled. “Hey, you!” 
 
    Duane turned and ran. He didn’t bother trying to remain hidden now. He just pumped his arms and sprinted.  
 
    He vaulted the fence and kept on going, not stopping until it felt as if his lungs were going to explode. 
 
    Duane never got his burger that night. 
 
    But he did have a drink. 
 
    Several of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    PART I – Felix 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Chase’s entire body itched. It started in the inside of her elbow, which was where the urge always began.  
 
    It was the itch of a memory, the memory of injecting something that would make all her pain go away. 
 
    It had been so long since she’d heard the late Tyler Tisdale’s voice in her ear. But she heard it now. She heard it loud and clear, although it sounded strained, likely because was dead. His vocal cords had decomposed, rendering his voice a low rasp. 
 
    I can make you forget. I can make you forget everything. 
 
    And Chase wanted to forget. 
 
    She needed to forget. 
 
    Tate put his hand on top of hers and pulled away from her arm. She’d been scratching again. 
 
    She looked at him then, looked at his unconventionally handsome face, and wanted him to stare back, to pass judgment on her. Chase had a retort at the ready, something along the lines of, ‘Mind your own fucking business’. That he didn’t know what it was like. 
 
    After all, her son had been taken—his reaction would be different if Deputy Tim Jardine had kidnapped Rachel instead of Felix.  
 
    But Tate didn’t so much as glance in her direction.  
 
    What had Tim’s brother Dean said before he’d been shot and killed? 
 
    Something along the lines of the people who bought his sick snuff videos always wanted him to select someone younger? 
 
    A boy. 
 
    And now he had Felix.  
 
    A sob exited her throat, and now Tate did look at her. And as much as Chase wanted to tell him to fuck off, to dispel her misplaced her anger, she couldn’t do it. 
 
    She couldn’t do it because her knees were suddenly week. 
 
    Tate hooked his arm around her waist and guided her towards the back of the room, away from the commotion. Away from every law enforcement agency representative who was standing idly in her ex-husband Brad’s rented apartment. 
 
    FBI, the Virginia Bureau of Investigation, Homeland, ATF. More acronyms she couldn’t remember. They were all there, shouting things like APB and new cycles.  
 
    Things that didn’t matter. Things that never got results. 
 
    “I can’t stay here,” Chase whispered. 
 
    Tate nodded. 
 
    He understood her pain.  
 
    Chase raised her eyes and looked around. She saw Director Hampton, his bald head raw from his own scratching, pointing at a giant map on the table. Barking orders. 
 
    She saw Stitts and Floyd. 
 
    She saw Brad. 
 
    He was in even worse shape than she was. 
 
    Her ex-husband’s face was drawn, his eyes sunken, his cheeks red and soggy from tears. 
 
    He felt responsible, of course. He was the one who had dropped Felix off at camp. And he was the one who was supposed to pick the boy up.  
 
    But he wasn’t responsible. 
 
    Chase was.  
 
    This was all her doing. 
 
    “I can’t stay here,” Chase whispered again. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    And then, without further comment, Tate guided Chase out of the room. The apartment that Brad was renting while in town for his job interview wasn’t particularly large. And now, housing at least one representative from six or seven different government agencies and police forces, it was tiny, claustrophobic. 
 
    The walls were closing in.  
 
    And the walls had teeth. 
 
    Her partner took her toward the back of the apartment, but Chase dug her heels in. She didn’t want to hide in a corner, she wanted out.  
 
    “Find him!” Director Hampton bellowed from the other room. “Find him!” 
 
    Chase sobbed again, picturing Emily Dawson’s naked body lying on that filthy mattress. 
 
    Only the girl didn’t have Emily Dawson’s face. It was her body, naked, battered, but Felix’s face was now superimposed on hers.  
 
    “I have to get out of here,” she thought or said.  
 
    I have to get the fuck out of here. 
 
    She started scratching again and then bolted for the front door, slamming it behind her.  
 
    Her feet had barely touched the grass when her knees buckled. The earth rushed up to meet her.  
 
    Tears came, accompanied by chest-racking sobs.  
 
    I did this. I’m responsible for this. My own son. 
 
    I killed him. 
 
    Chase couldn’t breathe. 
 
    I can make you forget everything, Tyler Tisdale reminded her. 
 
    He couldn’t, of course; he couldn’t do anything. Even when he was alive, Tyler was a useless piece of shit. All he could do was give her the drug and let the toxins do their work. Chase hadn’t used in years now. It had been so long that even the idea of heroin made her stomach curl. 
 
    But that had been before. 
 
    She would use now. 
 
    She would. 
 
    Chase somehow managed to rise to her feet. She felt like she was sleepwalking through the ether, moving toward her car, and unlocking it with a hand that belonged to someone else.  
 
    She started the vehicle and got as far as putting it into drive, when another car swerved in front of her, blocking her path.  
 
    Chase didn’t stop. There was the sound of metal or plastic cracking. Through watery eyes, she spotted the driver of the other car. 
 
    It was Tate. 
 
    “You can’t drive anywhere like this,” he said through the open window. “Get in.”  
 
    Chase shook her head. The itching had spread. It was everywhere now, tiny mites under her skin, burrowing deeper and deeper and deeper… 
 
    “I’m not going with you.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Now, get the fuck out of your car and get in mine. We’re gonna find your son, Chase. We are going to find him, and he’s gonna be alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Tate drove like a madman. It seemed odd to Chase that he would drive with such reckless abandon given what had happened to his wife and daughter, but he did. And that was normal for him.  
 
    But now, with Chase in the passenger seat, his driving reached a new level of danger. 
 
    Yet, his urgency seemed strange, given that they had no real destination.  
 
    Tate took a hard right at a red light without even looking for cross traffic. A car honked, someone shouted, but Tate just used this as fuel to drive even faster. 
 
    “Do you really think he’s alive?” Chase didn’t recognize her own voice. 
 
    Tate didn’t answer. He just kept his eyes locked on the road, his jaw set, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly as he tore through the city. 
 
    Chase had read about mothers of soldiers who went off to war, waking up in the middle of the night for no reason and finding out later that was the exact moment their child had perished in battle. She’d read of others who despite all evidence to the contrary staunchly believed that their child was still alive even though they’d gone missing without a trace greater than twenty years ago.  
 
    It was all bullshit, of course. There was no mythical strand or psychic link between parent and child that let you know if they were alive or dead.  
 
    She wished there were. Chase wished that she could just close her eyes and think of Felix’s face, his blond hair, recall the idea of him, his scent, his mannerisms, the way he used to laugh at the dumbest things.  
 
    And this would bring him back. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    It was absolute bullshit. 
 
    Chase might be able to see through the eyes of the dead, but she had to touch them to make it happen. 
 
    What she would give to just touch Felix again, hold him, tell the boy how sorry she was for being a terrible mother.  
 
    Tate’s phone suddenly rang, and the sound startled both of them. He tried to answer, but he was driving too fast, and the slightest movement caused the vehicle to veer to the right. The tires squealed and he replaced both hands back on the wheel. 
 
    The display announced the caller as Director Hampton and Chase picked it up.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She was so amped up that she forgot to put it on speaker. 
 
    “Chase? Where are you?” 
 
    He was worried. Director Hampton knew her better than most, knew about her proclivities, her vices. 
 
    “What happened? Did you find him?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But we found Jackson Grimes’ car—we found his stolen Mustang.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “A patrol officer reported it abandoned under a bridge about half an hour ago. All eyes were on—” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck who found it!” Chase screamed into the phone. “Where? Where is the car?” 
 
    “Beneath the Lexington overpass.”  
 
    Chase threw the phone onto the dash. They could both hear Hampton shouting, now.  
 
    “Lexington overpass. You know where that is?” 
 
    Tate nodded. His jaw was so tight that she could see striations in his facial muscles. He pulled an impossible U-turn at high speed, nearly colliding with not one but two cars.  
 
    A pedestrian leaped out of the way.  
 
    They made it to the overpass in less than five minutes. Chase spotted four cop cars already there, lights flashing. A uniformed police officer made the poor decision to stop them as they approached.  
 
    He was nearly run over.  
 
    Tate hammered on the brakes, coming within mere inches of an NYPD squad car. 
 
    Chase was out even before the tires stopped spinning.  
 
    A different officer than the one who had nearly been struck came forward, demanding identification.  
 
    Chase ignored him and when he moved to intercept, Tate shoved him in the chest. The surprised officer cried out, stumbled, but being younger than Tate, and in much better shape, managed to maintain his balance. 
 
    “What the fuck! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Tate gave him a hard stare, and an older officer, likely the man’s superior, stepped forward and whispered something in his ear. The officer held up his hands and backed away in silent apology. 
 
    Chase loathed the pervasive misogyny that infiltrated pretty much every Police Department, she hated ma’am, she hated Miss, she despised all of these demeaning monikers. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, this cop bowing to Tate and not her would have set Chase off. But for once, she was glad to have someone like Tate leading the way.  
 
    No one fucked with them. 
 
    There was no doubt that this car was Jackson Grimes’ black Mustang. It was unmistakable. And like Hampton had told them, it had been abandoned beneath the underpass. Its doors were open, and the keys dangled from the ignition.  
 
    And that, she knew, had been deliberate. 
 
    Deputy Tim Jardine wanted someone to steal the car. He wanted someone to take it and get us to follow.  
 
    And in the meantime, he would use this misdirection to get out of Virginia.  
 
    Chase rushed toward the car, aware in the back of her mind that she was contaminating the evidence. 
 
    She didn’t care. 
 
    The backseat was empty, but she practically lunged inside, her hands moving across the leather seats, searching for any evidence of her son.  
 
    She tried to smell him.  
 
    To feel him. 
 
    Between the seats, her hand felt something hard, and she pulled it free. 
 
    It was a plastic case, one with a red cap. Chase recognized it immediately. 
 
    When they’d all gone out to dinner—Chase, Brad, Felix, and Rachel—the kids had finished early and had asked for change to use in the gumball machines at the front of the restaurant. 
 
    This was from that.  
 
    There was no name on it, no emblem from the Italian Restaurant indicating its origins. 
 
    But it was Felix’s.  
 
    She clutched it so tightly that the plastic cracked. 
 
    “He was here,” she told Tate, tears welling in her eyes again.  
 
    Tate suddenly straightened, and he spoke in a voice that she’d never heard him use before. Tate had used an authoritative tone before back at Stu Barnes’ house, and again when they were in the hospital searching for Emily Dawson’s killer.  
 
    But this was different. This wasn’t authority, this was a command. And it was exactly what the cops milling about needed to hear.  
 
    “Listen up,” he yelled. All eyes were on him, and all the mindless chatter ceased. “I want each and every one of you to spread out. Start here and move in a clockwise direction. I want you to talk to every single person you come across, I want you to talk to every single informant you know, every junkie that you ever had even the slightest interaction with. Offer them whatever you have to to get them to talk. I want to know where the man driving this car went. And I want to know now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Chase’s phone wouldn’t stop ringing. First, it was Brad, then Stitts, then Floyd, and then several numbers that were blocked. 
 
    She didn’t answer any of them. 
 
    Neither did Tate, whose phone would ring the second hers went to voicemail. He was too busy directing traffic, both literally and figuratively. Even higher-ups, including the Director of the VBI, deferred to him. 
 
    But as much as Chase appreciated what her partner was doing, she couldn’t stand there and watch. 
 
    She could never just watch. Chase was a doer, and she had to do something. With Tate distracted, it was easy for her to back away from the scene, still clutching the now smashed gumball container in her hands.  
 
    In a strange symmetry with the Mustang, Tate had also left his keys in the car. 
 
    Both were begging to be stolen. 
 
    Or borrowed. 
 
    When Chase got in and drove away, nobody noticed.  
 
    Tim Jardine. 
 
    She had to find Tim Jardine.  
 
    We know all about you, Chase, Tim’s brother Dean had said as he lay dying. She’d initially passed this off as the narcissist trying to get the final word in. 
 
    But they knew. They knew about Felix.  
 
    Where did you go, Tim? Where is your ultimate destination?  
 
    The Jardine brothers’ motivation for creating the snuff films had proven both carnal and economic.  
 
    Was he searching for another location like the shack where he raped and killed Emily Dawson? 
 
    Would he dare go back there? 
 
    Killers often returned to the scene of their crimes in an attempt to recreate the act in their minds.  
 
    But with a nationwide manhunt ongoing, Tim Jardine, if he had any brains in his head, would stay low. 
 
    Wouldn’t he? 
 
    A loud ping pulled Chase out of her head. 
 
    The low fuel indicator was flashing.  
 
    She didn’t want to stop, but running out of gas and getting stranded was a worse alternative. Chase pulled up to the next gas station she saw. 
 
    The machine was acting up and refused to allow her to pump gas without some sort of code. She attempted to prepay with her credit card but that didn’t work. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Chase smashed her palm against the fuel grade button. “C’mon! C’mon!”  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Her hand instinctively went to the gun on her hip but when she saw a young, pimply-faced man with greasy hair jogging over to her, she let it fall to her side. 
 
    “What?” she barked. “Fucking thing is broken!” 
 
    “This is...” His eyes drifted to her waist, and while Chase had let her blazer fall in front of the gun, she knew he’d spotted it. “… full-service.” The kid backed off. “Help yourself—code is 011.” 
 
    Chase grunted and punched in the code. And then she stopped. 
 
    “Hey, did you see a man with a boy around here earlier?”  
 
    The boy’s upper lip turned inside out. 
 
    “A man and a… boy?” he repeated hesitantly. 
 
    Chase didn’t have time for this. 
 
    “Yeah, a man and a boy. The man was tall, with short hair. Clean-shaven. The boy has shaggy blond hair. Looks twelve.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Chase reached into her pocket. 
 
    “Woah! Woah!” 
 
    She pulled out her badge and flashed it. The kid visibly relaxed. 
 
    “The boy might have been upset. Crying, even. They would have been in a hurry.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, lady. I just started an hour ago.” 
 
    The timeline fit. 
 
    “Think,” Chase said, moving toward him. “Did you see them or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Did they get gas?” 
 
    Chase considered this. 
 
    “Maybe—I don’t know. They might have used the bathroom or come into the store for some snacks.” 
 
    This was a fishing expedition if there ever was one. Dropping a lure into a puddle of rainwater and hoping to catch a shark.  
 
    But Tim ditched the car, and he needed another mode of transportation. In her mind, Chase came up with two possibilities: he had another car waiting or he stole one. 
 
    There was another option, too, but she refused to accept it: Tim had an accomplice, and they were picked up. 
 
    If that was the case, the probability of finding Felix had reached near zero. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Chase stopped shaking her head; she hadn’t even realized that she was doing it but the dizziness that came when the movement ceased suggested that it had been constant. 
 
    “Did you see them or not?”  
 
    She looked around. They weren’t far from the overpass.  
 
    And this is, Chase thought, the closest gas station, closest retailer of any kind.  
 
    “Ma’am, I don’t—” 
 
    “Do you have cameras? Do you record the parking lot?” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, we have one mounted there,” he indicated the rain cover above them. “And over—what the hell?” 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” Chase followed his gaze to the small parking lot to the side of the building. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “My car!” the kid’s voice cracked. “I parked there—right there and my car is gone!”  
 
    Chase’s chest tightened. 
 
    “Show me the security footage. Show me everything you have.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Look at this fucking guy,” the kid muttered. “Just walks up and steals my car right in front of my nose.” 
 
    Chase barely heard him; her eyes were focused on the monitor. When the gas station clerk attempted to rewind the footage, she grabbed his hand and squeezed so hard that his fingers splayed.  
 
    “Leave it,” she hissed. 
 
    It was them. 
 
    It was Tim Jardine and her son Felix. 
 
    They walked together across the parking lot, and while Tim made every effort to stay out of the view of the security camera, Felix did the opposite. At one point, he stopped and stared directly at the lens before Tim gave him a forceful shove to get him moving again. 
 
    Why didn’t he run? Chase wondered. Why didn’t Felix just scream at the top of his lungs and run?  
 
    Tim, like his brother, was lean and wiry, quick. But Felix was small and agile. 
 
    He could have gotten away.  
 
    There was a moment when Tim Jardine used a Slim Jim, sliding it down the pale green Mitsubishi’s window and into the door lock mechanism, that he wasn’t even looking at Felix. 
 
    Why didn’t you run? 
 
    “See?” the acne-ridden kid shrieked. “You see that? He’s stealing my car!” He pointed at the screen with the arm that wasn’t currently being crushed by Chase. 
 
    Tim popped the door open and then shoved Felix into the driver’s seat. Then he forced him over the center console and into the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. 
 
    An inane thought occurred to Chase: is Felix heavy enough to ride up front? Back when she’d still been with Brad, Felix had always been relegated to a booster seat in the back. If they got into an accident and he was in the passenger seat, the airbag had enough force to cause severe cranial damage, even death.  
 
    But he was bigger now, wasn’t he?  
 
    Then Chase thought about what Tim and Dean had done to Emily Dawson. 
 
    A fatal car accident might be a less cruel fate for Felix. 
 
    ”Chase growled.  
 
    “You know him?” The gas station kid was clearly referring to the boy.  
 
    It’s my son.  
 
    Chase’s phone rang and she let go of the kid, who immediately massaged his bruised wrist.  
 
    “Chase? Where are you?” Tate demanded. He was still in character. 
 
    “I see him,” she said softly. 
 
    “Who? You see who, Chase?” 
 
    “I’m at a gas station, at the—” She glanced at the clerk, who suddenly seemed more excited than frightened. What a lowly existence one must have to be turned on by something like this. 
 
    “Chevron Station on Miles Road,” the kid said.  
 
    Chase relayed the information to Tate. 
 
    “I’ve got it. I’m going to come to you.” Tate cleared his throat. “What do you mean you see him?” 
 
    Chase stiffened, her eyes focusing on the back of her son’s head as Tim reached below the wheel and attempted to hot-wire the vehicle.  
 
    “I see Felix. And I see Tim. They stole a car, Tate.” She felt the lump in her throat grow so large that the simple idea of swallowing was almost laughable. “They stole a car at the gas station. A green Mitsubishi.” 
 
    She was almost overcome by emotion. 
 
    “What’s the plate number?” Tate asked, refusing to acknowledge her impending breakdown.  
 
    Her eyes were too blurry to make it out from the video. It looked as if someone had suddenly smeared Vaseline across the screen. 
 
    “007JB1,” the attendant said with an air of pride.  
 
    Chase started to repeat the tag, but Tate cut her off. 
 
    “Got it. Don’t move, Chase. Don’t do anything. I’ll be there in two.”  
 
    Chase couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t even hang up the phone.  
 
    All she could do was stare and think about what horrible things Tim Jardine was doing to her son.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Tate slammed through the gas station doors, followed by a cop she didn’t know and Director Hampton. Seconds later, another man with an unmistakable air of authority entered. Someone from VBI or maybe even Washington, Chase thought. 
 
    But Tate was the one in charge. There was no doubting that. 
 
    He strode right up to her without saying a word, put a hand on her shoulder, and bent down to see the screen.  
 
    Then he nodded as if he needed to confirm that it was, in fact, Felix as if Chase wouldn’t recognize her own son or the man who had taken him. 
 
    The twin of the man who had threatened to rape and kill her.  
 
    “The APB on the Mitsubishi has already gone out. We’re going to find them, Chase.”  
 
    “Holy shit, that guy kidnapped the boy? And stole my car?” The attendant had dollar signs in his eyes.  
 
    Tate shot the kid a seething look. 
 
    “I mean, I don’t care about my car, man. It’s a piece of shit, anyway. I just hope everyone’s okay, you know? I want to make sure that, you know...” 
 
    “You know, what?” Chase demanded. “You want to make sure of what? That you get your precious car with your shitty 007 James Bond vanity plates intact?”  
 
    The boy backed up, his face falling. 
 
    “No, I meant—” 
 
    “What the fuck did you mean? My son has been kidnapped, and you’re worried about your car?” Chase poked him in the chest, and he made a cartoonish sound.  
 
    “No, no—I said I didn’t care about the car.” Despite being in the presence of at least one cop and others who were obviously from various levels of the government, Chase’s anger was such that the kid was still frightened for his safety. “I just hope everyone is okay!”  
 
    Chase moved to poke him again or do something else entirely when Tate grabbed the back of her arm.  
 
    “He’s alive, Chase,” Tate said, dropping the act. “That’s what matters.” 
 
    Chase knew that everyone here was trying to help, that they wanted the best for her and Felix. But she had all this pent-up anger that she had to direct somewhere.  
 
    “He was alive, Tate.” Now she poked the screen, hitting it so hard that it responded with a swirl of colors. “But that was almost an hour ago. He could be dead now. He could be—” 
 
    Under any other circumstances, Chase would have done everything in her power to stop herself from breaking down in front of these people, these men.  
 
    But this was all too much. 
 
    She collapsed into Tate’s chest and sobbed—he reeked of sweat. She felt his arms wrap around her and squeeze so tightly that she had to push him away to finally breathe.  
 
    “Agent Abernathy,” a gruff voice said. 
 
    Both Chase and Tate turned to Director Hampton. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Hampton turned his phone around for both of them to see.  
 
    It was a grainy black-and-white photograph of the rear portion of a Mitsubishi. The license plate read: 007JB1. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my car!” The gas station kid had recovered from his fear.  
 
    He was ignored.  
 
    “Where’s it from?” Tate asked. Chase squinted, trying to see through the rear window, tried to see if Felix was still sitting up front. 
 
    Tried to see if he was still alive. 
 
    But the photo offered little in the way of evidence; from the gas station security footage, she knew that when the boy was fully seated, he was too short to be seen over the headrest.  
 
    “Toll Route on US 15 North,” the director answered. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Twenty-three minutes ago.” 
 
    “How is that possible? We only sent out the APB on the plates a few minutes ago. No way someone managed to review past footage this quickly. “ 
 
    Hampton shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not from the plates. The car has a Nexus pass and when we put the tag number into the system it pinged. The driver drove through the cash booth, but the Nexus transponder still picked up the car.” 
 
    “Is there a photo from the front? Of the driver and passenger?” Chase asked desperately. 
 
    She pictured Tim Jardine’s face, his goofy expression. It curdled her stomach.  
 
    “Working on it. Unlikely, though,” Hampton replied. 
 
    “What about the person in the booth? Did they see Felix? Did they mention him?”  
 
    “It’s a busy toll. Hundreds of cars an hour.” 
 
    “So? Did they see them?” Chase raised her voice. 
 
    “We’ll get someone out there to ask, but I doubt they’ll remember.” 
 
    “Fuck!”  
 
    “US 15 North, that’s the main artery leading to Washington DC, right?” Tate asked, trying to focus the conversation.  
 
    “Yes,” Hampton confirmed. “I already notified Washington. I also personally spoke with Joel Delvecchio, head of the FBI main office, and he’s arranging a task force as we speak. If the car so much as pulls up to a red-light camera, we’ll be notified.”  
 
    “I’m going,” Chase stated. She saw Tim Jardine in her mind again, only now his face was a bloody pulp. 
 
    She would kill him, Chase decided then. She would kill Tim Jardine the way Jackson Grimes had killed his brother Dean. 
 
    No matter what happened to Felix, this was her promise to her son. 
 
    “Agent Adams, that’s not a good idea. If you do anything that compromises—” 
 
    Similar to when the attendant had approached her at the pump, her hand went to her gun. Only this time, when others noticed her movement, she made no move to hide her intention.  
 
    “Try to stop me.” 
 
    No one did. No one said anything when she got behind the wheel of Tate’s car, either. 
 
    But before she could peel out away from the gas pump and head to US 15 North, someone wrenched open the passenger door.  
 
    She stared into Tate’s hard eyes. 
 
    “Please, let me go.” 
 
    “Oh, you can go all right,” he said, climbing inside. “But I’m going with you.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Chase ended up letting Tate drive. It just made sense. 
 
    He was an absolute maniac behind the wheel.  
 
    The photo from the toll booth had given her hope that Felix was still alive. This was dangerous, she knew, but hope was irrational in nature. 
 
    And she wanted—no, she had to be there first. Before Brad, before Hampton, before anybody. 
 
    Not just so that she could hold her son, comfort him, make up for the lost time, say all the things she hadn’t said when he was growing up in a different continent, but because of Tim. 
 
    Chase wanted to get there first to make sure she took the kill shot. 
 
    Knowing that anybody who called her now would only try to dissuade her from getting involved, she turned off her phone.  
 
    She was right; Tate’s cell wouldn’t stop ringing. 
 
    First, it was Hampton. 
 
    “Abernathy? Is Chase with you?” he barked. 
 
    Tate locked eyes on her as he said, “No.” 
 
    There was a pause—the director knew he was lying.  
 
    “Well, if you hear from her, tell her to let the local authorities deal with this.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Another bald-faced lie. 
 
    “Good. The Mitsubishi was spotted at another booth on US 15, still heading toward Washington.” 
 
    Chase bared her teeth and was about to say something, but Tate reached out and grabbed her chin. With no hands on the wheel now, anything larger than a pebble on the road would likely spell disaster. And as pissed as she was, dying in a car wreck wouldn’t help Felix.  
 
    She closed her mouth and Tate put his hand back on the wheel. 
 
    “And they didn’t stop him?” he demanded, which was what Chase was going to ask, anyway. 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “It was just a toll booth operator, Abernathy. But we now have cops stationed at every booth from here to Philadelphia. If he passes through another, we’ll be waiting.” 
 
    And by then it might be too late. Chase shook her head. If it isn’t too late already.  
 
    Tim Jardine was a slippery bastard. He’d proven as much by driving in a stolen Mustang from Hawkesbury to Quantico without being noticed.  
 
    Chase started scratching the inside of her elbow again. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” 
 
    Tate knew better than anybody how much this question bothered Chase, and the fact that he’d uttered it meant that he too was teetering on the edge.  
 
    Chase didn’t chastise him for it. He was a good man.  
 
    A good man she didn’t deserve.  
 
    “Where is he going, Tate?” Chase asked, ignoring the man’s previous question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. 
 
    Chase couldn’t fault him for this, either. 
 
    The only thing they knew for certain was that Tim Jardine was on the run. Whether he was running from them or heading to something, or someone, was another matter entirely.  
 
    They drove in silence for a good half hour before Tate’s phone rang again. He answered it immediately, without looking at the caller.  
 
    “Hello?” He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hi, is this Tate? Tate Abernathy?” A female voice asked. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “It’s—” 
 
    Chase snatched the phone from her partner’s hand. 
 
    “Louisa? Is Georgina okay?” Her mouth was so dry that speaking was painful. 
 
    If something happened to Georgina…  
 
    “She’s fine, she’s fine,” the woman said, her breath coming in bursts “I heard what happened—it’s all over the news. Is he... is Felix…?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh God, Chase. I can’t—” 
 
    The phone beeped, indicating another incoming call. It was Hampton again.  
 
    “Please, look after Georgina, Louisa. Please. I gotta go.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Chase switched to the other call. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Chase, put Tate on the phone.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Tate said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Take the phone, Tate,” the director said. “Take it off speaker.” 
 
    Chase moved the phone out of reach in case Tate had any intention of following orders. 
 
    “What happened?” Chase demanded hysterically. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “Tate—” 
 
    “Just tell us what’s going on!” Tate demanded.  
 
    Hampton waited no more than a fraction of a second before answering. But in that fleeting moment, every possible outcome flashed in Chase’s mind.  
 
    “We found him,” Director Hampton said. “We found Felix.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    For the second time that day, Tate Abernathy’s car was dented. It was simply impossible to get close to the scene by weaving through the myriad of police vehicles without bumping into them.  
 
    By some miracle, Tate managed to avoid all but one.  
 
    They were near the small town of Rosslyn, Virginia, about twenty minutes outside of Washington DC, and ten from the state border.  
 
    This time, nobody tried to stop Chase when she jumped out. Tate wasn’t sure if this was because they knew who she was or they just saw the determination on her face, the sheer desperation of a mother concerned about their child.  
 
    He’d seen it before. 
 
    He’d seen it with his own wife and the lengths they’d gone to to protect their daughter Rachel. 
 
    Tate followed after her, holding his badge out for all to see. 
 
    He rounded a VBI SUV just in time to see Chase collapse to the ground. 
 
    His first thought was that Director Hampton had made a terrible mistake, that what he’d told them over the phone had been wrong. 
 
    That Felix was dead. That it wasn’t Tim Jardine who had been shot and killed, but Chase’s son.  
 
    But then he saw his partner rise up and throw her hands into the air. And then he spotted Felix. The boy was seated in the back of an ambulance with a heavy blanket on his shoulders. His face was red and his eyes wide, but Tate couldn’t see any visible injuries.  
 
    He hurried to Chase and helped her to the ambulance. She was crying so loudly that Tate was having a hard time understanding what the EMT was telling them. He was wasting time spitting the bullet—mentioning irrelevant things like blood pressure and heart rate instead of getting to the point. 
 
    “But is he okay?” Tate asked. “Is Felix going to be okay?” 
 
    The EMT nodded. 
 
    “He’s… he’s fine.” 
 
    Tate felt his entire body decompress and he finally let go of Chase. She reached for Felix and despite pulling back at first, he eventually hugged her.  
 
    Tate let them have the moment and backed off.  
 
    Chase blamed herself for Felix’s situation, but Tate knew that he was partially responsible, as well. After all, he’d been in Hawkesbury, he’d spoken to and even driven in a car with the Jardine brothers. And not once, not for one second, did he suspect what they were capable of. If he’d been just a little better at his job— 
 
    “Agent Abernathy?” 
 
    Tate turned to face the man who had spoken to him.  
 
    “Con?” He was so distraught that he almost didn’t recognize the black hair and the widow’s peak, the intense eyes, the square, almost chiseled jaw—his first partner and mentor, Constantine Striker.  
 
    The real chameleon. 
 
    Considering how much time had passed since they’d seen one another, anybody else would have wasted time with pleasantries, in the very least would have something along the lines of ‘I’m glad the boy is okay’. 
 
    Not Con. 
 
    Con knew what Tate needed, and it wasn’t small talk.  
 
    “He’s over here.” 
 
    Con led the way around the side of the ambulance and out of earshot of both Felix and Chase. There, Tate spotted a bald man wearing a windbreaker with large letters that read CORONER on the back. He was crouched over a heavy black tarp.  
 
    As they neared, Con signaled the coroner to get out of the way. The elderly man observed both of them, then obliged. 
 
    Con bent down and peeled back the tarp. 
 
    The left side of Tim Jardine’s mouth hung open as if he’d died of a stroke and not a bullet to the head. His eyes stared at nothing. A thin stream of blood ran from nearly directly between his eyes followed the contour of a forehead wrinkle before disappearing into his ear.  
 
    Con was a true chameleon and he’d taught Tate well. But this was personal.  
 
    Tate broke character: he snorted and spat a glob of yellowish phlegm on Tim’s face.  
 
    “I hope they got this on video, you prick,” he said under his breath. 
 
    No one reacted. The coroner didn’t scold him for contaminating the evidence and the few CSU agents that were hanging around just watched.  
 
    Satisfied, Tate nodded, and Con replaced the tarp.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    Con pointed at four men who were standing next to a black sedan with heavily tinted windows. One of them was white, with gray hair and thick jowls. The other was a bald black man. Both were dressed in suits.  
 
    Tate didn’t recognize either of them.  
 
    The other two men were clearly FBI agents. It was obvious from the way they stood, the way they held themselves.  
 
    “The old white guy is Senator Chris Duffy,” Con informed him as they approached the group. “The other man is his bodyguard, Derek Madson.” 
 
    Tate frowned, unsure of how either of them could possibly fit into this scenario. 
 
    Just random passerby? A senator looking to raise his profile by lending a hand in the biggest nationwide manhunt since the Marathon Bombings? 
 
    “What happened?” Tate asked again. 
 
    Instead of answering, Con introduced him. 
 
    “This is FBI Agent Tate Abernathy out of Quantico,” he said. “The boy in the back of the ambulance? That’s his partner’s kid.” The senator was slouching, but now he straightened. His bodyguard remained stone-faced. “I want you to tell him what exactly happened.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “I recognized the car,” Senator Duffy said. The man had a deep, throaty voice that matched his physique. “I have a couple of friends in the FBI. They told me about the Amber Alert this morning. It’s hard to miss that license plate or that car.” All eyes drifted to the green Mitsubishi that was in the middle of the road, both front doors hanging wide. It was a considerable distance from Tim Jardine’s corpse. “I had my driver cut him off.”  
 
    As a politician, Duffy was reliably conservative with his descriptions. 
 
    “What happened next?” Tate prodded. 
 
    The senator looked to his bodyguard, giving him permission to continue the story.  
 
    “As soon as I cut them off, he jumped out of the car.” Unlike his boss, Derek Madsen’s voice was raspy. “I set chase and then when we got here,” he indicated the area near the body, “I saw his gun, so I took aim and fired.” 
 
    There was something perfunctory about this story, but Tate wasn’t sure how much to read into it. He knew that during these high-stress moments, moments that would stay with you for your entire life, details were often difficult to unpack. Sometimes it took hours, sometimes days, even weeks, before the full impact of what had occurred became apparent.  
 
    “I ran to the boy,” Duffy interjected, and Tate couldn’t help but think that the man was inserting himself into the story. As a true hero, no less. “Derek called it in.”  
 
    “Did Tim Jardine say anything?” Tate asked. 
 
    “No, he just ran.” The question was directed at the bodyguard, but Duffy answered for him. 
 
    “I was asking him,” Tate said sharply. 
 
    Con leaned closer to Tate and the senator frowned.  
 
    “He did not. He just turned with the gun, and I fired first,” Madsen said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Tate held the man’s gaze, locking eyes with him.  
 
    “Well, it was one hell of a shot. Thank you.” 
 
    Tate shook Madsen’s hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Senator, Madsen,” Con said as he backed away.  
 
    Tate followed. 
 
    “What the hell are the odds of that?” Tate asked when they were alone. 
 
    Con shrugged and pulled out a cigarette. This was new; Tate had never known the man to smoke. 
 
    “Lucky,” he said, taking a drag. “Good shot. Could have been much worse.” 
 
    Tate never smoked either but was now tempted. He needed something to relax. This was finally over but his heart hadn’t received the message. 
 
    It was still racing in his chest. 
 
    It was a miracle, really; a random sighting by a US senator and his sharp-shooting bodyguard saved Felix’s life. 
 
    Probably Chase’s too, given her self-destructive tendencies.  
 
    “When you pick that up?” Tate asked as Con exhaled a cloud of bluish-gray smoke. 
 
    “About six months ago.” Con butted it out after just a few drags. “How’s Rachel? Robyn?” 
 
    Tate was grateful for the change of subject, no matter how abrupt.  
 
    “They’re okay. We’re okay. Robyn’s adjusting, but it’s not easy. Rachel is, well, a teenager. So, mostly a pain in the ass. How about Beth?” 
 
    Con shrugged. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    This was actually pretty good for the man. Con mostly communicated in grunts and head movements. To say he wasn’t much of a talker would be like calling the ocean a little wet. 
 
    They were both pretending, anyway, using the near tragedy as a front to pretend that they hadn’t parted on poor terms.  
 
    The two had been partnered up for nearly two years, and during that time, Tate had learned everything he knew about the FBI and interrogating suspects from the man. Con was a good FBI agent, maybe the best. But the man had his share of demons, and, toward the end, these creatures started to show up more often than not. 
 
    Contaminating crime scenes.  
 
    Stretching the limits of the law in ways that even made Tate uncomfortable. 
 
    And then there was Robyn’s accident, which had driven an even larger spike between them—they didn’t see eye-to-eye. Con didn’t think that Robyn should take the plea deal. 
 
    He thought they should fight it.  
 
    He always wanted to fight. 
 
    “We should catch up,” Con said unexpectedly. “Grab a beer.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should,” Tate said. That was just what one guy said to another. If they truly meant it, they would set a time and a place. 
 
    They didn’t.  
 
    This was just lip service. 
 
    Tate was tempted to continue the conversation, but the cavalry arrived, led by none other than Director Hampton.  
 
    Then came Chase’s ex-husband, Brad.  
 
    The distraught man saw his son and ran to him. When Felix noticed his father, he jumped from the ambulance, against the advice of both Chase and the EMT. They were both crying as they held each other.  
 
    Tate walked to his partner and tried to put his arm around her—Chase was crying, too—but she wouldn’t allow him to get close enough.  
 
    Director Hampton, having finished directing traffic and securing the scene, approached. 
 
    “I was just filled in on what happened. We got lucky.” 
 
    Chase bared her teeth. 
 
    “We got lucky? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Director Hampton recoiled. 
 
    “I just meant that—” 
 
    “You mean that we fucked up in Hawkesbury and we got lucky here, right? That’s what you mean? You think that my child not being kidnapped by—” Her voice was loud, and Tate tried to calm her. It was a lost cause. “— a fucking psychopath is lucky?” 
 
    “Agent Adams, I—” 
 
    “Don’t Agent Adams me,” Chase snapped. “Don’t you dare Agent Adams me.” 
 
    More people had started to gather around now, and the Director, appreciating what Chase had been through, gave her some leeway. But Tate knew Hampton could only be pushed so far before he shoved back.  
 
    “I think you should be with your family,” Hampton suggested. 
 
    “And I think you should stay the fuck out of it.” 
 
    “Chase…” One scathing look and Tate shut his mouth for good. 
 
    Thankfully, Con came to the rescue before things deteriorated further.  
 
    “The coroner has requested that all nonessential personnel clear the scene. That includes out-of-state FBI.” He softened his tone. “I’ve also been instructed that Felix and his family should be escorted to the hospital for a routine checkup.” 
 
    Tate thought that Chase would explode at this—she didn’t take well to being given orders. But this was the out she was looking for.  
 
    Brad, still holding Felix in his arms, hoisted the boy back into the ambulance and got in with him. When Chase attempted to join them, Brad shook his head and stood protectively in front of his son.  
 
    Let her in. Please, Brad, let her in. 
 
    But Brad refused to move, and this was one fight that Chase Adams just wasn’t up for. 
 
    She stepped back and lowered her chin to her chest. 
 
    As the EMT closed the rear doors, something in Tate’s heart broke.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    All told, it took two hours to complete Felix Adams’ physical exam. The entire time, Chase was forced to watch behind a thick pane of glass. Only one parent was permitted in the room, and while traditionally this was the job of the mother, there was nothing traditional about the Adams’ family dynamic. 
 
    Felix wanted his father in the room with him and that’s what he got.  
 
    But when the physician returned with the results of a myriad of tests, Chase made sure she was alongside Brad. 
 
    The doctor was young, maybe in his early 30s, with a thick mustache that was clearly designed to make him look older. It didn’t work, but he had a no-nonsense demeanor that Chase appreciated. 
 
    “There are no signs of abuse—no signs of sexual or physical molestation,” the doctor came right out and said it. “We found no evidence that Felix was harmed in any way.” 
 
    Brad breathed a sigh of relief, but Chase didn’t share his exalted sentiment. She knew firsthand that sometimes the largest impact of a traumatic event wasn’t physical or sexual in nature. 
 
    “Did he tell you what the man said? Did Tim Jardine say anything to him?” 
 
    Before the doctor could answer, Brad turned to her. 
 
    “What are you talking about? The doctor just told you that Felix wasn’t abused, that he’s fine, and the first thing you ask is about that man? Is this about your work, Chase? Is that what you’re doing here? Is that why you tagged along? To, I don’t know, close a case?” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    Brad’s anger was palpable now. She couldn’t remember a time, ever, that he had been this incensed. And it was all directed at her.  
 
    Rightfully so. 
 
    This was her fault, after all. 
 
    “No, Chase, I don’t care what you have to say. I thought that time apart would make you see things differently, that it would help you evaluate what’s really important. But it’s always about your work. Always.” Brad held back his tears. “And it’s always about you.”  
 
    “There are several excellent family counseling options available,” the doctor informed them, not at all uncomfortable by the outburst. “Free of charge.” 
 
    “We’re divorced,” Brad spat. 
 
    “I understand, but counseling for co-parents can still be beneficial. Especially for the child. 
 
    Co-parents? We aren’t co-parents. It’s just Brad.  
 
    Chase looked down at the floor, saying nothing. She thought about Brad and Felix and herself in front sitting in front of Dr. Matteo. Him with his stupid round spectacles and his stupid stay-in-the-moment bullshit. 
 
    No, she didn’t want that—it wouldn’t work. It would only fuck them up more.  
 
    “Are we free to go?” Brad asked sharply. 
 
    We—not Chase and Brad and Felix, but just Brad and Felix. 
 
    “Yes, but please reconsider group therapy. At the very least, Felix should speak with someone about—”  
 
    Brad didn’t even listen to the end of the sentence. He just walked to the door and ducked inside, returning with Felix clutched to his chest.  
 
    “I love you, Felix,” Chase said softly as the two of them walked by her. She wasn’t sure if her son had heard, but if he did, he didn’t even glance in her direction.  
 
    Chase watched them go, unsure of what to do. 
 
    And then the doctor cleared his throat, and she was driven to action.  
 
    She started after them.  
 
    “Brad? Felix?” 
 
    Felix looked over his shoulder, but Brad didn’t stop. It took her running right up to them for her ex-husband to finally acknowledge her. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked desperately. 
 
    “I didn’t get the job, Chase,” Brad said, without even a hint of emotion in his voice. “We’re going back to Sweden.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she pleaded. “Please, you can’t.” 
 
    “I can. You signed the papers, Chase. I have sole custody of Felix.” 
 
    She was aware that Felix was looking at her with huge eyes, and she knew that it was in all of their best interests to let them go. 
 
    At least for now.  
 
    But Chase was overwhelmed with emotion. 
 
    “I’ll fight it, I’ll get him back. You know I will. You know I—” 
 
    Felix began to cry. 
 
    Brad draped his arms around his son’s shoulders, interlacing his fingers on his chest.  
 
    They both knew she was lying. Chase wouldn’t fight for Felix. The time for fighting had long since passed. All she was doing now was delaying the inevitable and causing them more grief.  
 
    Chase gave in and the part of her that had broken when Felix had asked for Brad to accompany him in the exam room now shattered completely.  
 
    “I love you, Felix,” she said. “I love you.” She didn’t expect the boy to say it back, and he didn’t.  
 
    Brad’s face softened and his grip loosened. He allowed Chase to hug Felix. 
 
    The boy remained limp in her arms.  
 
    “Goodbye,” Brad said. 
 
    And Chase knew that this was probably the last time she would ever see her son and ex-husband again. 
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    Tate wanted to say something to Felix and Brad as they left the hospital. But one glance at both of their faces made him change his mind. 
 
    He stood in the shadows and watched them leave in silence. The good news was that they were leaving at all, suggesting that what the EMT had said back at the crime scene was accurate: Felix was going to be okay.  
 
    This didn’t mean that they were completely out of the woods yet; Tate knew as well as anyone that psychological damage was occasionally even more profound and long-lasting than the physical variety, but it was a positive step. 
 
    Any thoughts of positivity were vanquished when he saw Chase next. She was standing in the doorway of the hospital, an apparition behind the glass. 
 
    Her white hair made her skin appear even paler than it actually was, so much so, that at first, Tate thought she was some sort of projection. 
 
    When he walked towards her and she averted her eyes in what he suspected was shame, he knew differently. 
 
    Tate opened the door and entered the well-lit hallway. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, reaching to embrace her. 
 
    Chase snarled.  
 
    He’d been prepared for this reaction. They’d only known each other for about a year but had been intimate for a large portion of that time and she wasn’t tough to read. 
 
    Chase’s favorite method of dealing with hard emotions was to hurt someone or to hurt herself.  
 
    “Chase, I know what you’re going through. I know—” 
 
    Wrong choice of words, he thought immediately. Why didn’t you just take a page out of Constantine’s book and keep your fucking mouth shut, Tate? 
 
    He knew the answer to that, though. Chase did something to him. Slapped the colors off of his chameleon skin. 
 
    “You don’t know anything.” Chase shook her head back and forth manically. “You don’t know anything.” 
 
    Don’t say anything, he urged himself. Don’t do anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you’re hurting right now, but it’ll pass. You just have to—” 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no. You don’t know what I’m going through. And this won’t pass, Tate. It’ll never pass. That’s what you just don’t fucking get. You’re always trying to fix me, try to make me better,” her voice escalated, “but there is no better. There is no better for me or for anyone around me.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Tate argued. 
 
    “It’s fucking true, Tate. So, stop trying to fucking fix me because I can’t be fixed.” She growled. “Everyone wants to fix me—Stitts wanted to fix me, Floyd wanted to fix me, Dr. Fucking Matteo with the stupid ass round glasses wanted to fix me, and now you want to fix me. But I can’t be fixed. I’m broken. So, just fuck off and leave me alone.” 
 
    This last part triggered Tate. 
 
    “I’m not trying to fix you, Chase. That’s not what I’m trying to do. I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    Again, this was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “Help me? Help me?” Chase let loose a vile chuckle. “You can’t even help yourself.” 
 
    Tate clenched his jaw and Chase noticed. Rather than back down, she pounced on the wounded animal.  
 
    “You think you know what I’ve been through, you think you can relate to me? Why? Because your drunk-ass wife nearly killed your daughter? Is that it? You think that relates and compares to what I’ve been through? Do you think that that comes anywhere close to the shit I’ve been through in my fucking life, Tate?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant and that’s not what happened,” Tate felt his anger dissipating, replaced by something akin to shame. 
 
    Chase laughed again; the sound that was like raking fingers across a raw nerve. 
 
    “That is what fucking happened. Your wife went out, got drunk, killed some innocent bystander, and nearly killed your daughter. Paralyzed her. That’s nothing like what happened to me. I was taken. I was kidnapped—me and my sister were kidnapped. That wasn’t a choice. What your wife did was a choice!” 
 
    She was shouting so loud that people were starting to take notice. A doctor with a fake-looking mustache approached Chase, intent on calming her down. 
 
    She slapped him away. 
 
    “Leave me the fuck alone.” And then she shoved Tate. “And you stay the hell away from me!” 
 
    And just like that, their places were switched. Moments ago, Chase had been the one staring at the glass as she watched the people she loved walk away. 
 
    Now it was Tate’s turn. 
 
    And he felt as much as an apparition as Chase had just looked. 
 
    Sweat broke out on his forehead as Chase got into the car and left. It wasn’t until moments later that he realized it was his car she’d taken. 
 
    “Sir? Are you okay?” The doctor, concerned that Tate would lash out like Chase, leaned away from him as he posed the question. 
 
    “No,” Tate said. “I’m not okay.” 
 
    Tate pulled out his phone and dialed a number he hadn’t used in a long time. 
 
    “Con? You know how you said you wanted to grab a beer and catch up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, are you free? Because I could sure as hell use one right about now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Neither Tate nor Con said anything during their first or second beers. But when their third arrived, Tate decided to speak up. And in order to distract himself from what had happened with Chase, he brought up Con first.   
 
    “I know I asked before, but ‘fine’ isn’t really an answer. How are you and Beth doing?” Tate asked, taking a healthy gulp of his beer. 
 
    Con shrugged. 
 
    “She’s annoyed with me, as usual.” 
 
    Annoyed with how much time and effort Con was spending looking for his sister, no doubt. Valerie Striker had gone missing more than a decade ago and Con was convinced that she was one of the notorious Sandman serial killer, Matthew Nelson Neil’s victims. But while the Sandman copped to thirteen murders, Valerie was never one of them. Con was obsessed and couldn’t let it go. 
 
    Not much had changed in the preceding two years, it appeared.  
 
    “And work?” 
 
    Another shrug. 
 
    Con was a lot of things, but a conversationalist he was not. 
 
    “Same old. I have a new partner.” 
 
    Tate raised an eyebrow at this. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well, I had a new partner. They quit.” 
 
    Tate smiled. 
 
    In addition to being a brilliant conversationalist, Con was also a very understanding, compassionate, and supportive partner. 
 
    Just a pleasure to be around, really. 
 
    “Seeing as you insist on asking questions that we’ve already been over, how’s Rachel?” 
 
    Tate squeezed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    The mention of his daughter reminded him that he hadn’t called her in a while. Marguerite was watching her, and the woman was aware, at least superficially, of the situation, but he should at least check in.  
 
    “She’s actually doing better.” He thought about how happy Rachel was now that Georgina was staying with them, or at least had been. “My partner, Chase? She has a—” he almost said daughter but corrected himself. “—niece named Georgina. She has bright orange hair and these brilliant green eyes. Smart. She’s staying with us, and Rachel and they get along great.” Tate was aware that he was rambling, but the efflux of emotion felt good. “She’s three years younger, but you’d never be able to tell.” 
 
    “What about your wife?” 
 
    The last time Tate had seen her, Robyn had looked rough. She’d given him permission to date Chase, to be in love with someone else. But this did little to assuage his guilt.  
 
    Your wife went out, got drunk, killed some innocent bystander, and nearly killed your daughter.  
 
    That wasn’t what happened, but he wasn’t brave enough to tell Chase the truth. Not yet. Maybe not ever.  
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    Tate shook his head. 
 
    “She’s okay. Getting by. I think… before the accident the idea of prison, like actually being behind bars, was something that Robyn only thought of in movies. It wasn’t real, you know? People like you and I, we know what it’s really like to be caged. Normal people don’t. It’s… it’ll take a while for her to adjust.” 
 
    More than just the year she’s already spent on the inside, Tate thought glumly. 
 
    He shuddered and drank some more. 
 
    “And this partner of yours?” 
 
    Tate picked at the label on his beer bottle. 
 
    “Chase is like nobody I’ve ever met,” he said. “She’s been through so much but keeps on kicking.” 
 
    Tate felt no urge to elaborate. He didn’t need to say that Chase had been abducted as a child with her sister, and that she’d escaped. He did need to tell Con that Georgina Adams had been indoctrinated into a cult. He didn’t need to say that Chase had been addicted to heroin and had nearly overdosed on multiple occasions. He didn’t need to say any of this, because Con already knew these things.  
 
    Chase Adams was a bit of a legend in the FBI, despite her short tenure. And while not all of this was publicly available, Con knew where to find information. And once he’d heard about Chase’s son being taken, Tate knew that the man would have done his research.  
 
    “She’s still fucked up,” Tate said. “She’s still fucked up, but I really think that if she could just forgive herself for at least some of what has happened, allow herself just a little bit of happiness, she could do really good things.” 
 
    Tate raised his eyes and looked over at Con.  
 
    He thought that if anyone could understand Chase’s plight, it was Con.  
 
    All evidence pointed to Valerie Striker being dead. All evidence had pointed to Georgina Adams, Chase’s sister, being dead, too.  
 
    “I think I love her,” Tate said. Heat immediately rose in his cheeks. It was stupid to put all this on a man he hadn’t seen in over a year, but Con passed no judgment. 
 
    “Then you should go after her, Tate. You should finish that beer and go after her.” 
 
    Tate recalled the horrible things Chase had shouted to him at the hospital.  
 
    And then he thought about something else. 
 
    He thought about something that they taught women and children during self-defense classes. How if you are ever taken by somebody, your captor would tell you what not to do. They would say don’t scream, don’t run. But that was what they wanted, what they needed to ensure their own success. 
 
    They were, in effect, giving you a blueprint on how to get away.  
 
    Just do the opposite of what they said, and your likelihood of survival would increase ten-fold.  
 
    And what had Chase said?  
 
    Stay the hell away from me. 
 
    Con was right. 
 
    Tate finished his beer and stood. Then he shook Con’s hands. 
 
    “Thank you, I needed this.” 
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    Tate reached for his wallet, but Con stopped him. 
 
    “Thanks again.” Tate took two steps, then stopped. “Oh, one more thing.” 
 
    Con raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I kinda need to borrow your car. Chase stole mine.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tate had no problem finding his car. 
 
    A year or so back, the FBI had set a mandate that all cars that were used while on active duty were to be affixed with a tracking device. Tate had initially balked at this, but Hampton had told him in no uncertain terms that if he wouldn’t yield, he wouldn’t be driving. 
 
    Having never actually used the app, he was forced to download it and then go through the near-impossible task of remembering his login and password. But Tate managed.  
 
    And then he found his car.  
 
    It wasn’t far. About six miles from the hospital, and eight from the pub. But as he started to drive Con’s car to the location, any sort of relief Tate might have felt started to fade. He didn’t know Rosslyn but every town, no matter how small, had their version of what he’d experienced in Columbus: Junkie Row.  
 
    And the closer he got to the ping on his phone the seedier the neighborhood became.  
 
    The small hairs on the back of his arms and the nape of his neck stood on end when he finally spotted his car.  
 
    It was parked by the curb in front of a building that was covered with graffiti. Tate pulled up next to it and got out. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    The door hung ajar, and the interior was empty. At least the keys weren’t in the ignition. 
 
    Where are you, Chase? 
 
    Tate looked around, squinting into the shadows, searching for movement. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Where the hell are you? 
 
    He set out on foot, moving down the side of the condemned building, his hand on his gun. It was hard to see anything—either this part of town didn’t have streetlights, or the bulbs had all been smashed. 
 
    Tate circled the back of the building and then froze.  
 
    Someone was following him—he could hear the sound of their soft footsteps on broken glass. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Tate continued to move and then quickly ducked into a doorway where someone had previously removed a section of plywood.  
 
    He waited and listened.  
 
    Time ticked by and he wondered if he’d imagined the footsteps. 
 
    But then he saw him. A thin man, vagrant most likely judging by his filthy clothes.  
 
    Tate waited for him to pass and then jumped from the shadows, sliding an arm around the man’s thin throat before he even knew what was happening. 
 
    The man bucked, but Tate cinched his forearm tightly, cutting off his windpipe. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” he hissed in the man’s ear. He stunk like piss and body odor. 
 
    The man hissed and Tate, who was much larger, hoisted the vagrant’s feet completely off the ground.  
 
    “Why are you following me?” he repeated.  
 
    The man’s clothes were dirty, but they weren’t rags. It was hard to tell in the near darkness, but Tate thought that he was wearing a suit of some sort.  
 
    More wheezing and gasping, and Tate realized that even if the man wanted to answer, he was incapable.  
 
    Tate eased the pressure on the man’s throat. 
 
    “I—I saw you.” 
 
    “What?” Tate yelled in the man’s ear. 
 
    “I saw you.” His words were accompanied by a spray of hot spit.  
 
    Of course, you saw me. You were following me. 
 
    But Tate got the impression that wasn’t what the man meant. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where… where the man was killed.” 
 
    The man…? 
 
    “If you do anything, if you try anything, I will shoot you. Do you understand?” 
 
    A facsimile of a nod. 
 
    Tate thought about the drug dealer he’d punched in the gut and extorted for cash to pay off the Serbian asshole he owed money. The blow had hardly been necessary. But it had felt good. 
 
    Part of him wanted this guy to act out of line. 
 
    He wouldn’t mind punching someone again. 
 
    Tate let go, while at the same time, spinning the man around. He used too much force and the vagrant fell hard on his ass.  
 
    He was shocked to discover that the person who had followed him wasn’t a man at all; it was just a boy. Barely fifteen, if he had to guess. Thin, tanned skin.  
 
    This was no vagrant and definitely no junkie. Just a boy down on his luck. 
 
    Yeah, and he was following you with the intention of showing just how down on his luck he is. 
 
    “Who are you?” Tate demanded. 
 
    “My name is Duane.” The boy rubbed his throat as he struggled to swallow. 
 
    “What do you mean you saw me?” 
 
    “I was at the overpass. I saw you. I saw you with the woman and the boy. The boy in the ambulance.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “I want to give you something.” 
 
    Tate considered his options. If this interaction had occurred on Main St in the middle of the day, that would be one thing. 
 
    But this wasn’t the nice part of town and Tate was alone. 
 
    In the end, he decided to draw his gun.  
 
    “No, please. I just—I have something to give you. Please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    The boy started to reach into his pocket with one of his hands while lifting the other above his head. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “It’s just a cell phone, there’s a video on it—” 
 
    “Stop.” I don’t have time for this, whatever the hell this is. I need to find Chase. “Get up and walk away. If you follow me again, I will shoot you.” 
 
    “Please, just take the phone. Watch the video. That’s all I—” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” Tate gestured with the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “I don’t know who else to go to,” the kid whined. “I saw you on TV and then at the overpass. I—I can’t trust anyone. Not the cops, no one. They’re all in on it.” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The boy whimpered and scrambled to his feet. Then he was gone.  
 
    Gun still drawn, Tate stepped out of the building. His foot struck something, and he quickly glanced down. 
 
    A cell phone lay spinning on the ground. Scowling, Tate looked left and right, trying to see which way the kid had run. 
 
    But he’d vanished. 
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    Tate picked the phone up and jammed it in his pocket. 
 
    And then he started to move, knowing that he had to find Chase.  
 
    The longer she was left alone, the more damage she could do to herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tate heard a voice and slowed. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, baby.”  
 
    Lustful.  
 
    Wanting. 
 
    He spotted two figures, one leaning up a chain link fence, the other huddled in front. 
 
    Tate felt his heart skip a beat. He raised the gun and rushed forward. 
 
    “FBI, get on the fucking ground!” The man pushed off the fence, causing the person in front of him to fall backward. “You move, I shoot.” 
 
    If the man’s pants hadn’t been down at his ankles, he probably would have run. 
 
    And Tate would have shot him. 
 
    “Please,” Chase whimpered from the pavement. 
 
    His first thought was that she was embarrassed—please, look away—but the desperation on her face told a different story. 
 
    As did her words. 
 
    “Please, I need this.” 
 
    Tate’s stomach revolted, trying to reverse the course of the three beers he’d had with Con. 
 
    “Hey, man, I didn’t nothin’. This crazy bitch just offered to—” 
 
    Tate struck the man across the face with the gun.  
 
    Hard. 
 
    The man groaned and crumpled, his bodyweight causing the fence to sag.  
 
    “Unghh, unghh, what… the… fuck…” 
 
    You’re lucky, Tate thought. The alternative to a broken orbital bone was a bullet in the skull. 
 
    Just like Tim Jardine. 
 
    “Tate… please?” Chase’s voice was incredibly soft. Everything about this was sad, pathetic, and heartbreaking. “I need this.” 
 
    She crawled over to the fallen man, not to finish whatever lewd act she’d started, but to search his pockets for smack.  
 
    The thug shot a foot out, catching Chase in the ribs. 
 
    “Bitch, get the fuck—” 
 
    Tate hit him again, this time with his fist. His knuckles collided with the man’s chin, but most of the damage came from the back of his head striking the pavement. 
 
    The man’s eyes rolled back, and his mouth went slack.  
 
    Chase was fiending now, and she tore through the man’s pockets. 
 
    “Where is it… where is it…” 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    She didn’t even acknowledge him. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    Tate grabbed her shirt, but she batted at him. 
 
    “I need it!” 
 
    He put his gun back in the holster and grabbed her around the neck, not unlike how he’d jumped the man who had followed him earlier—only not as hard. Just forcefully enough to drag her away from the unconscious dealer. 
 
    “Hey!” A new voice shouted. “What the fuck is goin’ on o’er there?” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Tate was an FBI Agent, and he had a gun. He didn’t think either of those two things mattered in a place like this. 
 
    “We gotta go,” he told Chase, who was desperately trying to break free. “We have to go!” 
 
    “DeShawn? Yo? DeShawn? Where the fuck you at?” 
 
    Two large men were coming toward them now. They were only walking but when they saw their friend in a ball on the ground their pace was bound to change. 
 
    “Fuck this,” Tate muttered. 
 
    He picked Chase up in his arms and started to run. 
 
    “Yo! What the fuck? Yo!” 
 
    Tate made it to the car just as the men in the alley found their friend. His arms were on fire as were his lungs, but he managed to open the back door and toss Chase inside before his strength gave way. Then it was his turn to rummage through someone else’s pockets. 
 
    He found his keys, got behind the wheel, and started the car. 
 
    And then he hit the gas. In the rearview, he saw two men sprinting after them. One stopped to pull out a gun. A shot rang out, but it missed.  
 
    He turned the corner so sharply that two of his tires smashed into the curb and he heard something break. 
 
    It was Tate’s third accident of the day—almost a record for him. 
 
    “Come on, Chase, let’s get you home.” 
 
    Later, Tate remembered that he’d left Con’s car near where he’d found Chase. He fired off a text to his ex-partner with an apology and an approximate location. 
 
    If the car still had wheels tomorrow, he would consider himself lucky. 
 
    Still, if anyone would understand desperate measures, it was Conrad Striker. 
 
    Besides, he was the one who had told Tate to go after her.  
 
    He was the one who had probably saved Chase Adams’ life. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Part II — Duane 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “How do I feel? How do I feel?” Chase leaned away from her computer and stared at Dr. Matteo’s face. He looked older than she remembered. Older and more tired. Still, he had that consistent smug air about him, probably because of those glasses that Chase had grown to hate. “I feel like I’m wasting my life away. I feel like these past six months since Brad and Felix returned to Sweden, have been an absolute waste. That’s how I feel.” 
 
    “And it’s okay to feel that way.” 
 
    “Maybe for you,” Chase snapped. “But not for me. When I do nothing, bad thoughts enter my head.” 
 
    “I know, Chase. But it’s how you deal with these thoughts that is important, not the thoughts themselves. You can’t control your thoughts; you can only control your actions.” 
 
    Chase thought about the eight miles she’d run that morning. That was her preferred outlet these days, exercise. It offered her freedom and flexibility. All she had to do, whenever she felt the urge, was strap on a pair of shoes and run. It didn’t matter the time of day or the place. Just embrace the suck and go.  
 
    “I need to go back to work, Dr. Matteo,” she said. 
 
    “Speaking of work, when’s the last time you spoke to your partner?” 
 
    Chase shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” she admitted. 
 
    In truth, it had been more than a while. In truth, the last time that she’d actually spoken to Tate was when she packed up her things, took Georgina, and went home. And that had been the day after he’d saved her from doing… well, the day after Felix and Brad had left her in the hospital.  
 
    He’d called her dozens of times, and Chase knew that Rachel was communicating with Georgina via text.  
 
    She knew because she monitored everything Georgina did on the phone, which amounted to pretty much nothing.  
 
    That was the way Chase liked it. 
 
    “Why don’t you reach out to him? What’s stopping you?” 
 
    Chase sighed and massaged her temples. 
 
    What’s stopping me? 
 
    Well, that’s easy: I said some horrible things. He also caught me about to give a blow job to some thug in return for heroin.  
 
    That’s what’s stopping me. 
 
    “I guess… I guess I’m just a little nervous.” 
 
    Dr. Matteo stared at her, unblinking like a fish. Normally, she wouldn’t fall for this ploy. She’d worked with the master of silent provocation, Jeremy Stitts, for years. But she was so ashamed of what she had done that she was compelled to speak, to try and rationalize. 
 
    “I’m nervous that he won’t think of me in the same way he used to. I’m nervous that I did irreparable damage to our relationship.”  
 
    A nugget of truth amidst a fog of lies. 
 
    “You can only control— 
 
    “Yeah, I know that. I know.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him then? Ask him how he feels?” 
 
    Chase scoffed. That was the biggest problem she had with people like Dr. Matteo. They were paid ungodly sums of money to provide the most basic solutions to complex problems. Oh, you’re fat? Eat less, exercise more. You’re depressed? Exercise, get outside. Talk to people. You’re haunted by your past? Live in the present, in the moment. 
 
    Simple solutions that were impossible to enact. 
 
    “Look, Chase. I think our weekly meetings have been going well. I think they’ve been productive. But to this point, it’s all been just talk. It’s time for you to act.” Matteo the Mystic, now. “You say that you want to get back to work, you say that you don’t like sitting idly by while life just happens around you. But you haven’t actually made any progress to change this. I think it’s time.” 
 
    But she had. Chase had opened the lines of communication with Felix, something that had gone so well that it transitioned from once a month to once almost every other day. Admittedly, Brad had set up the initial call, but she’d dived right in.  
 
    Her ex-husband had apologized for the way he’d acted, while also making it abundantly clear that neither he nor Brad were coming back to the States.  
 
    “Well? Are you going to give your partner a call?”  
 
    Chase sighed. “Maybe.”  
 
    The door to her bedroom opened and Georgina rushed in, a huge smile on her face. “Listen, Dr. Matteo, I’ve gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    Chase started to close the laptop, but she wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Dr. Matteo got the last word in. 
 
    “Call him, Chase.” 
 
    Chase stood and hugged her niece. 
 
    “How was your last day of school?” 
 
    “Amazing!” she said. Chase ran her hand over the girl’s orange hair, played with her pigtails. Then she leaned down and kissed her on the top of the head. 
 
    The truth was, the only thing that kept her going after what had happened, was Georgina. 
 
    Georgina needed her. 
 
    Or maybe the opposite was true. 
 
    Either way, this kept her moving forward, kept her from being bogged down in the quicksand that was her past. 
 
    “How does it feel to be moving on to grade five?” Chase asked. 
 
    Georgina pulled away and her lips did a little dance. 
 
    “How do you know I’m going to grade five? You haven’t seen my report card yet.” 
 
    Georgina turned around, revealing her gaping backpack. Chase reached inside and pulled out her report card. 
 
    Her frown grew ever deeper as she read it.  
 
    “It says… it says that it’s recommended you repeat grade four. Oh, Georgina, I’m so sorry. You have to stay back a grade. 
 
    Chase wasn’t much of an actress, but Georgina was too trusting for her own good. She tried to grab the report card, but Chase pulled it back.  
 
    “No, no—wait, I read that wrong,” Chase said. “It says here that you have to go all the way back to grade one.” 
 
    That did it—Georgina broke into a smile. 
 
    “I’m just kidding, you did great. Come on, let’s go celebrate.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “You look terrible, Tate.” 
 
    Tate wasn’t offended by the comment because he knew it to be true. And it had been true for the last three weeks or so.  
 
    “I know. I haven’t… I haven’t been sleeping well.” 
 
    This was a lie. He hadn’t been sleeping at all. But that was nothing new. 
 
    He never slept, not since the accident. 
 
    “How’re you doing?” Tate cringed. He hated the question, the obsequious nature of it.  
 
    How was she doing? She was locked up. She was behind bars. She was doing fucking dreadfully. But Tate was intent on deflecting the attention away from himself. It didn’t seem fair to come here while Robyn was in prison and talk about how hard his life was on the outside. 
 
    “You know, I didn’t think I would ever get used to this place.” Robyn held her hands up, indicating their surroundings. Tate tried to resist looking around, but he couldn’t help it. They were in a cinder block cube, all hard surfaces. Sterile, like a hospital, only darker and full of despair. “But you’d be amazed. It just becomes routine.” 
 
    It wasn’t an answer, but Tate gave her a pass. 
 
    She smiled a tired smile. Robyn didn’t look bad, but she did look old. Before she was incarcerated Robyn had an air of youthfulness—they both did.  
 
    But that was all in the past. 
 
    “How’s your friend?” Robyn asked the tired smile remaining on her lips.  
 
    Tate felt the muscles in his neck tighten and when he tried to speak, no words came out. 
 
    He cleared his throat and tried again. 
 
    “Not so good. We’re not really together anymore.”  
 
    Robyn nodded, her face giving away nothing. Despite encouraging him to pursue the relationship, Tate knew that she couldn’t possibly be happy about it. She still loved him, and he still felt guilty when he was with Chase. When he had been with Chase.  
 
    “And work?” 
 
    Tate was beginning to regret his decision to visit Robyn, which immediately caused his guilt to flare up like a bout of gout after downing half a bottle of red wine. It seemed as if every question she asked resulted in a negative answer.  
 
    How was Chase? 
 
    No idea. Not good. 
 
    How was work? 
 
    Virtually nonexistent. 
 
    After the incidents in Hawkesbury and Rosslyn, Director Hampton had decided it best to put the CVU on hold indefinitely and Tate had been relegated to desk duty.  
 
    Tate suspected that Hampton wanted him gone. Chase, too. The difference between the two of them was that Tate wasn’t going to leave willingly, on his own accord, while Chase seemed indifferent.  
 
    And Tate had too much tenure to just be let go. He knew too much. 
 
    The tale that Hampton had spun so that everything that had happened in the wake of Felix’s abduction did not make the FBI look like an amateur online detective group was worthy of an Elmore Leonard novel.  
 
    Instead of forcing Tate out, Hampton took a more subtle approach. Give Tate menial jobs, give him mind-numbing work.  
 
    Kill him with apathy.  
 
    What the man didn’t know, was that Tate was suffering a slow death at home, too. After Georgina had left, Rachel’s night terrors had returned with increased fervor. They’d gotten so bad that Tate was forced to sit in a chair in his daughter’s room while she rested, fitful as that was. And the moment Tate closed his eyes, Rachel would start to scream.  
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    Tate opened his eyes. 
 
    “Did you… did you just fall asleep?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Robyn. I’m sorry that I can’t come here and pretend like everything’s okay. And I know that’s fucked up. I know it’s fucked up because you’re in this place and I’m out there. It’s fucked up because you had to take the plea deal.” 
 
    Robyn reached across and put her hand on top of his. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tate. Really, it is. You don’t have to be perfect, and things out there don’t have to be perfect, either.” 
 
    Tate pulled his hand back. 
 
    He was on the verge of opening up to her, of showing his true self, a self that, ever since the accident, he’d only ever shown Chase. 
 
    “Tate? You’re gone again.” 
 
    He offered half a smile. 
 
    “I’m here, Robyn. I’m here.” 
 
    “Time’s up,” the burly man in the security uniform hollered. 
 
    “You need to start taking care of yourself, Tate. You need to get some sleep. If not for yourself, or for me, for Rachel. She needs you.” 
 
    She needs both of us, Tate thought, but didn’t say. 
 
    “What about you? You need anything in here? Commissary’s full, but if—” 
 
    “Time’s up. Please rise and slowly make your way to the door.”  
 
    Tate scowled. 
 
    “I’m good, Tate—I’m fine. I swear. I’ll see you soon, okay?” 
 
    There was a softness to her features now and Tate leaned in to kiss her on the forehead. The guard appeared and put a calloused hand on his shoulder, stopping him. 
 
    “Mr. Abernathy, time’s up.” 
 
    Was that a hint of a smile on the guard’s face? Maybe. 
 
    Mr. Abernathy, not Agent Abernathy. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Tate got up and left. He told himself not to look back, to keep walking, but he didn’t listen. 
 
    The guard grabbed his ex-wife by the arm and pulled her to her feet.  
 
    Robyn’s face went dark, and Tate realized that he’d been wrong all along. 
 
    He wasn’t the chameleon hiding his true feelings, she was.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Georgina, knock.” 
 
    Georgina didn’t have to be asked twice. She smacked her tiny hand off the wooden door and then stepped back. 
 
    Chase retreated even further. 
 
    The reason why she’d wanted Georgina to knock was because it added a buffer to potential disappointment. Also, if Tate decided to say something horrible, the girl would act as a physical deterrent preventing Chase from lashing out.  
 
    Marguerite answered the door and, despite Georgina being nearly the same height as Chase at ‘almost’ eleven years old, the woman’s eyes fell on the elder Adams first.  
 
    And her expression was strained.  
 
    But then Georgina smiled, and Marguerite’s face bloomed into a smile. 
 
    “Marguerite!” Georgina exclaimed and then surprised everyone by squeezing the woman tightly. Marguerite looked at Chase as she hugged the girl back. 
 
    “Hi,” she said softly. “What are you… what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m done school for the year,” Georgina said. “And Chase said that because my marks were so good, I could go on a vacation anywhere I wanted.” 
 
    Chase felt herself smile a little, too. This wasn’t exactly what she’d said but close enough. 
 
    “And you chose Quantico, Virginia?” Marguerite laughed. “I would’ve picked Hawaii, hon.” 
 
    “Well, I wanted to see you and I wanted to Rachel.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for barging in on you like this,” Chase offered apologetically. 
 
    “It’s no problem. But unfortunately, Mr. Abernathy is not here. Neither is Rachel. She had a physio appointment. They left about an hour ago.” 
 
    “Oh,” Georgina was crestfallen, and Chase stared at Marguerite, silently urging the woman to extend the invitation to come inside. 
 
    And she did, after a deliberate pause. 
 
    “Do you want to come in and wait? I’m sure they’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You have to try, Rachel,” Tate said as he pulled into the driveway. “You’re not going to get better if you don’t try.” 
 
    “I am trying, dad, I swear.” 
 
    Tate exhaled as he put the car into park. 
 
    She wasn’t trying. 
 
    Rachel had just lay there while the physiotherapist did all the work, moving her legs, flexing her thighs, stretching and massaging her. If Rachel really wanted to walk, she had to reestablish broken pathways from her brain to her limbs. 
 
    It was unlikely but possible.  
 
    Lying there like a sack of potatoes wasn’t going to cut it.  
 
    “Stop lying, Rachel. You weren’t trying. You weren’t doing anything.” 
 
    When Rachel said nothing, Tate looked in the rearview. 
 
    His daughter’s eyes had filled with tears. 
 
    That’s not gonna help either, he thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just want you to do the best you can, okay?” 
 
    Rachel sniffled and nodded. 
 
    Tate retrieved the wheelchair from the trunk and started the laborious process of getting Rachel into it. To her credit, Rachel did seem to put an effort in, if a little late, pushing with her arms to help facilitate the transition.  
 
    On the way up the ramp, Tate said, “What do you think about pizza tonight?”  
 
    He was too tired to cook, and Marguerite had done more than her fair share. Stu Barnes might be footing the bill for her services, but that only went too far. The woman needed a life, too.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Tate opened the front door and then froze. 
 
    “Surprise!” Georgina said, bounding over to them. 
 
    Tate was too shocked to do anything. 
 
    “Georgina!” Rachel wheeled herself forward and Georgina practically jumped into her chair. 
 
    The energetic girl embraced Tate next.  
 
    What is going on? 
 
    “Hi, Tate.” 
 
    The voice came from his right. 
 
    Before his wife had told him, Tate knew that he looked like shit but seeing Chase made him feel even worse about himself. 
 
    She was beautiful. Her skin had a healthy glow to it and while she was always in shape, Chase had added a little muscle to her normally petite frame. Her hair, which had turned almost white after consuming Cerebrum, had grown out a little and she’d pulled it back into a ponytail, exposing the nape of her neck. 
 
    Tate remembered kissing her there as they made love.  
 
    “What—what are you doing here?” he almost gasped.  
 
    Some of the color drained out of Chase’s face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tate. Georgina wanted to see Rachel and I thought… we can go. If you want us to go, we’ll go.” 
 
    Rachel wheeled into the kitchen, taking Georgina with her. Out of the corner of his eye, Tate saw Marguerite, her arms crossed over her chest, a disapproving look on her face.  
 
    “No, I don’t want you to go,” Tate said. 
 
    Chase averted her eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Tate walked right up to her. 
 
    “I’m sure.” And then he leaned down and kissed her on the lips. “I’m sure, Chase. Please don’t leave.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re just going to wing this?” Tate asked as they sat in the parking lot of the FBI training headquarters. 
 
    Chase raised one shoulder and then let it drop. 
 
    “Last time we just winged it and we got—almost—exactly what we wanted,” she remarked. 
 
    This was true. The only pushback when they’d presented their idea of starting the Children’s Victim’s Unit to Hampton was that he got to select the cases.  
 
    Their first case was supposed to be an easy one: a girl found dead after a drunken high school party.  
 
    It turned out to be anything but.  
 
    Chase shuddered. 
 
    “What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    Before Tate could reply, she knocked on the door.  
 
    “Come in,” Director Hampton instructed.  
 
    Chase entered first, wanting to put the man off his game with her unexpected presence. But Hampton was not a man who shocked easily. When his eyes met hers, his heavily lined face did not change.  
 
    He did, however, lean forward slightly on his elbows. 
 
    “Sit.” Chase and Tate both elected to stand, and Hampton remained indifferent. “Let me guess—you want your job back?” 
 
    The man’s tone told the whole story. He knew she was coming in. Maybe he didn’t know that she was coming in today, specifically, but he knew.  
 
    Dr. Matteo… 
 
    “Did Dr. Matteo also tell you that I was fit to return to duty?” Chase asked.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, he did.” In her periphery, she saw Tate tense, but she made a small gesture with her hand, hoping that he picked up on the meaning: keep quiet. “I assume you still have your badge and gun?” 
 
    That was one of the more unique aspects of their relationship. Normally, when someone leaves active duty, they return their badge and gun behind. For reasons Chase didn’t quite understand, Hampton had made an exception with her.   
 
    Chase flicked the front of her blazer to one side, revealing both items.  
 
    “Well, welcome back then, Agent Adams.” 
 
    Director Hampton picked up a folder from his desk and opened it.  
 
    Chase turned her head, wondering if Tate was as confused by this interaction as she was.  
 
    “Uhhh, that’s it?” Tate said, confirming this fact.  
 
    Hampton didn’t even glance up. 
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
    Chase and Tate exchanged another look, this one lasting longer than the first. And then This time it was Tate who made a gesture and the definition of this one was unmistakable: go.  
 
    But Chase didn’t listen.  
 
    “I’m back in the CVU?” A question posed as a statement. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Go—Tate mouthed the word this time. 
 
    Chase still didn’t listen.  
 
    “Well, it’s just that, you know, you said that you would be picking our cases?”  
 
    “I don’t have anything for you.” 
 
    Chase scowled. 
 
    That’s why this was so easy. Hampton didn’t care that she’d come back because they’d already agreed that he was in charge of selection their cases. 
 
    And he wasn’t going to give them anything. Not now, maybe not ever. 
 
    Tate had told her that he’d been relegated to desk duty after her departure. She saw how it weighed on him. 
 
    It would kill her. 
 
    “Listen, I’m sorry about what happened—” 
 
    Director Hampton glowered at her. 
 
    “What is it that you want, Agent Adams? You left—you left without saying a word. And now you’ve come back, asking for your job. I gave it to you.” 
 
    “My son was—” 
 
    Hampton held up his hand, stopping her mid-sentence. 
 
    “I know what happened to your son. I was there, remember? And I’m sorry that you went through that trauma. But it doesn’t change the fact that you abandoned your post. You didn’t come to me, or even send me a message that you needed time off. You just left, Adams. You left your partner, and he didn’t complain once. You know my stance on field agents working alone. I won’t have it. And I couldn’t rightly give Abernathy another partner, because I knew that one day you’d return. For the last six months, he’s been on desk duty because of you.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Hampton said, sounding almost cheerful. “It’s not fair to Agent Abernathy. It’s not fair to me, it’s not fair to the CVU. You can have your fucking job back, but I don’t have a case for you, at present. Please join Agent Abernathy on desk duty. And do it now, before I change my mind.” 
 
    Chase was so taken aback by the outburst that she found herself doing exactly what the man had asked without questioning him.  
 
    When they were both back sitting at their desks, Tate grumbled, “Don’t say it.”  
 
    “Don’t say what?” 
 
    “That you’re sorry.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “You thought I was going to say I’m sorry? You’ve got it all wrong. I was going to tell you that you should have had my back in there.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Chase found three cases that she was interested in that also fit with the CVU’s purview: one involved a set of triplets, all boys, ages eight years old who went missing, each exactly two months apart to the day. The other appeared to be the best ritualistic murder of a 12-year-old girl, complete with pentagrams and a goat head in an abandoned cabin in upstate Vermont. The third, the one that intrigued Chase the most, was a daycare that was suspected to be a front for importing children trafficked from other countries.  
 
    Unfortunately, the first two cases were currently being investigated by the crimes against children branch of the FBI, which was overseen by headquarters and not Quantico. The third was still being probed by local authorities who had yet to ask for assistance from the FBI. 
 
    There was a myriad of missing children cases, but Chase didn’t see anything that would warrant their involvement.  
 
    It seemed to Chase that after the intense media coverage of Tim and Dean Jardine’s nefarious snuff films and subsequent child kidnapping, child predators had decided to take a hiatus from their activities.  
 
    No, that wasn’t right. These people lacked the self-control to take a break.  
 
    More likely, the media had been instructed to take a moratorium on such stories. The public loved their negative news, but apparently, even they had their limits.  
 
    “Any luck over there?” 
 
    Tate, who was staring at his computer screen, suddenly jolted and Chase realized that he must’ve fallen asleep with his eyes open. 
 
    She knew that he didn’t sleep well, knew that Rachel often had night terrors. While staying at his place, Chase had experienced them herself on many occasions.  
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    Chase fiddled with her coffee cup, turning it in her hand. The liquid inside had long since gone cold and she had no intention of drinking it. It was just something to do. 
 
    “He’s never going to give us a case, is he?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so. He’s gonna try to freeze this out.” 
 
    “And if we find a case, what are the chances he actually lets us take it on?”  
 
    Take waffled. 
 
    Chase doubted it. But what else were they supposed to do, other than look?  
 
    “You want to get out of here?” she asked. 
 
    “Like, for good?” 
 
    Chase rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I meant for lunch. Maybe grab a beer?” 
 
    Tate made a show of glancing at his watch. 
 
    “It’s 11:15.” 
 
    Chase looked right then left. There were others in the shared office. Half a dozen agents milling about. But nobody had so much as acknowledged Chase or Tate since their return.  
 
    “So, what? No one’s going to notice.” 
 
    Tate appeared to contemplate this, then shrugged. Chase was becoming annoyed by her partner’s apathy but didn’t say anything. He’d been at his desk for much longer than she had.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Fine. But I’m driving.”  
 
    Chase opened the top drawer of his desk where she knew he kept his keys.  
 
    “I’m driving,” he repeated. 
 
    She intended to take the keys but spotted something more interesting. 
 
    “What’s this? You’ve got a burner phone?” 
 
    She grabbed the older Samsung model that was no longer in production. 
 
    Tate looked confused by the phone. 
 
    “Not yours?” 
 
    Chase tried to turn it on, but it was dead. She grabbed a charging cable from Tate’s desk and plugged it in.  
 
    “I don’t know where that came from,” Tate said. Then he yawned loudly.  
 
    “Cover your mouth,” she nagged. Then she snatched the keys and jingled them in the air. “Come on, let’s get out here. We’ll check out your weird sex phone when we get back.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase might’ve wanted to drive to the bar, but driving home was out of the question. It wasn’t a good look for any FBI agent to be pulled over in the middle of the day for driving under the influence. 
 
    It was worse for someone like Agent Adams.  
 
    But Tate, on the other hand, had tempered his consumption of alcohol and with just two beers over the course of nearly two hours, was fine behind the wheel. 
 
    In truth, she probably shouldn’t have gone back to the office at all. And Tate had tried to tell her as much. 
 
    But Chase was Chase and Chase did what Chase wanted.  
 
    Somehow, they’d avoided talking about what had happened in the hospital. Tate had wanted to, it was on the tip of his tongue, but Chase seemed to predict when he was about to mention it and started a conversation about something else. 
 
    “You sure you just don’t want to go back home, Chase? Hang out with Rachel and Georgina?” 
 
    Chase laughed. 
 
    “I’d rather confront the director than those two in this state.” Her words were slurred, all melding together. 
 
    “Great first day on the job,” he said under his breath. 
 
    He followed Chase back up to the office mostly because he was concerned that one of her stumbles would progress to an all-out fall. 
 
    She went straight for the phone. 
 
    Where the hell did it come from?  
 
    It wasn’t his, that’s for sure.  
 
    “Hey, look, it actually works! Now, let’s see what kind of weird porn you’re into,” Chase said, a little too loudly for Tate’s taste. 
 
    But as she’d said earlier, no one noticed them let alone took an interest in what they were saying or doing. 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Tate said. 
 
    “Well, whoever it is, they forgot to pay the phone bill.” She indicated the lack of cell signal in the upper right-hand corner.  
 
    The background was a generic red and black swirl, probably stock. 
 
    “What do we have here?” 
 
    “A video,” Tate blurted.  
 
    Chase looked at him, a goofy look on her face. 
 
    “I thought you said it’s not yours?” 
 
    “It’s not. But I think I might remember where I got it from. Let me see?” 
 
    “No chance.” Chase showed him her back. “But you’re right, there’s a video. Just one.” 
 
    Her posture changed. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    Tate stood and looked over Chase’s shoulder.  
 
    Whoever was shooting the video was shaking so badly that Tate was instantly nauseous. From what he could make out, the video was taken from outside an expensive-looking building. The image zoomed into a window. 
 
    A shirtless man was standing with his back to the camera. Lying half on a couch was another person, young, completely nude. 
 
    His eyes were open.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Chase whispered. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Someone asked. “Tell me he’s not dead.” 
 
    A third person entered the room. He was black and bald, and unlike the man in suspenders, his face was captured on video. 
 
    Both Tate and Chase watched as this newcomer checked the body on the couch for a pulse. 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    And then the man looked up and stared directly into the camera. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled. “Hey, you!” 
 
    The camera lowered and then moved up and down. 
 
    Tate heard the sound of someone breathing heavily as they ran. 
 
    Then it went back. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Chase asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, I do.” 
 
    “You do what?” 
 
    “Know what this is.” 
 
    Tate eyed her quizzically, not sure where she was going with this or if maybe the alcohol hit her harder than he’d thought. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Chase turned and started towards Director Hampton’s office. 
 
    “It’s our next case, Tate. That’s what that is.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t go in there,” Tate warned. 
 
    He knew where he’d gotten the phone from now. He just wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Chase, to remind her of that night.  
 
    “Why not?” she asked, crinkling her nose.  
 
    “Maybe we should look into it first. We have no idea what we just saw.” 
 
    Chase came very close to laughing. 
 
    “Right… but that’s our job. To figure out what happened. That’s our job, Tate. Or it was until we were tasked with babysitting our desks.”  
 
    “Come here.” He gestured for her to come closer. She did, but only a little. “I got the phone from this kid before I found you.” 
 
    “Before you—” 
 
    “Keep your voice down.” Chase was far from laughing now. “That night, after the hospital? When I went looking for you this… I dunno, kid, I guess, followed me. Said he saw me at the overpass and wanted to give me the phone. He was scared.” 
 
    No kidding. You had a gun trained on him.  
 
    “And he gave you this?” 
 
    “Sort of. Anyway, I thought he wanted to rob me. And after I found you, I forgot about it. I wasn’t sure if you had already—” 
 
    “Focus.” Chase was all business now. It amazed him how she was capable of such dramatic cognitive dissonance between her work and personal life. “What did he say?” 
 
    Tate thought back. 
 
    “He said—he said he didn’t know who else to go to, that he couldn’t trust anyone, or something like that. Then he just dropped the phone and took off.” 
 
    Close enough to the truth.  
 
    “He didn’t say anything else about the video?” 
 
    Tate shook his head. 
 
    “No, just that he had a video he wanted me to see.” 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t change anything.” Chase straightened. “Let’s go talk to Hampton, tell him that we want this to be our next case. The kid looks young, probably younger than Emily Dawson. If Hampton has a problem with that—”  
 
    “Give me a second, okay? Let me look into the guy who gave me the phone, see if he’s legit. If he is, we’ll take it to Hampton.” Tate wasn’t entirely sure why he was stalling but thought it important.  
 
    “Okay,” Chase agreed, but she still wouldn’t give the phone back. She scrolled for a few seconds. “Well, if this is his phone, then his name is Duane Price. That should help.” 
 
    Tate pulled up to his computer and started his search. 
 
    It didn’t take long until he found the boy from that night. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Tate spun his monitor around revealing a black and white photograph of a boy with his eyes closed. His skin was waxy, and his lips looked chalky.  
 
    It was Duane. 
 
    The only difference was when Tate had threatened to put a bullet in him, the boy had been alive. 
 
    The photo he’d found was from a coroner’s report dated nearly six months ago.  
 
    Duane Price, fifteen years old, was dead. 
 
    “What do you think?” Chase asked. “Should we talk to Director Hampton now?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Director Hampton was unimpressed by pretty much everything that Chase and Tate—mostly Chase—had to say. And when Tate stumbled over an explanation as to why he’d sat on this video for nearly half a year, Hampton was despondent.  
 
    This is not going well, Chase thought. 
 
    But that was okay because she still had one final card to play.  
 
    “This is a CVU case if I’ve ever seen one. We searched local and state databases—but no one is looking into it. The victim—”  
 
    “What victim?” Director Hampton asked. “The one in the video? We don’t even know that he’s dead.” 
 
    “No, the one who gave the phone to Tate. Duane Price, fifteen years old. He’s dead.”  
 
    “That I won’t argue. But I don’t see a victim. I see a kid living on the streets who died of a drug overdose. No permanent address, no family to speak of.” 
 
    “He came to me,” Tate interjected, “said he didn’t know where else to go. We haven’t yet identified the kid in the video, but—” 
 
    “There’s nothing here, Agents. Let it go.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Chase said. 
 
    “I said let it go.” 
 
    “What did you say before that?” She lowered her eyebrows. 
 
    “Agent Adams, I know you’re eager—” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    Hampton folded his hands on his desk. 
 
    “I don’t take order from you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Chase relented. “I’ll tell you what you said. You said that Duane Price has no permanent address and no family to speak of. That’s not in the coroner’s report. You know about him, don’t you? You already looked into Duane.” 
 
    Hampton’s mouth became a thin, tight line.  
 
    “Agent Adams, I would be very careful—” 
 
    Chase laughed. She laughed because she was a little bit buzzed from lunch, but also because the situation was so ridiculous that it was comical. 
 
    “I know what happened,” she said. “This file came across your desk and you decided to look into it. But then someone told you to back off, didn’t they? I don’t know who, but I’d hazard a guess that it was one of the big guys in Washington, FBI headquarters. So, no, I don’t agree. There is something here. Something big.”  
 
    “Agent Adams,” Hampton began, but he’d lost the room, and he knew it. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly what happened. But here’s the thing, Director Hampton, the fact that somebody doesn’t want you on this case only makes me want to investigate it even more. You had your chance to handpick our case and you offered us nothing. So, we’re not asking you to let us take this case, now, we’re telling you that we are going to look into it.”  
 
    She stood, and Tate, who was still trying to play catch-up with the one-sided conversation, took another moment before rising to his feet. 
 
    Chase turned and flicked her head toward the door, indicating for Tate to follow her. 
 
    She expected Hampton to call her back, to chastise her, to maybe go as far as actually starting the process of letting her go. 
 
    And she was ready. 
 
    She was prepared to say: I don’t care, this is the case I’m taking. And if you don’t like it? I quit. 
 
    Only, that’s not what director Hampton did. 
 
    “Chase, I think it’s in your best interest to leave this one alone.” There was something in the man’s voice that gave her pause. And this did not go unnoticed. 
 
    “I think I’ll decide what’s in my best interests,” Chase said. “Thanks for your concern.” 
 
    And then she left with Tate in tow. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Tate asked when they were again alone at their desks. “I have never seen Hampton act like that before.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “But I’ll tell you one thing, I’m going to find out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Duane Price wasn’t in any government database that Chase or Tate had access to, which only added to the confusion.  
 
    Who the hell told Hampton to back off? And why?  
 
    If he was just, as the director said, a kid who died from an overdose what was the harm in looking into his death?  
 
    There wasn’t even a police report about the kid’s death. Just a note stating that a local cop, Officer Cynthia Foxworthy, had found Duane DOA in an alley. The coroner had concluded that his death was likely the result of an accidental opioid overdose.  
 
    “Did he look like an addict to you?” Chase asked Tate.  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “I asked if Duane looked like a drug addict to you when you met him.” 
 
    “I don’t know. He looked scared.”  
 
    “But did you look like an addict?” 
 
    Tate made a face. 
 
    “I wasn’t in the right state of mind to make that call. Was he high at the time? Probably not. But he stunk like a vagrant and his clothes were filthy.” 
 
    “What was he wearing?” 
 
    Despite all of the strange circumstances surrounding Duane’s death, Tate still wasn’t sure if he was on board with this case—Hampton had shaken him with his parting words—but Chase was like a dog on a bone. And she knew exactly what questions to ask. 
 
    “A suit, I think.” 
 
    Chase made a face. 
 
    “A suit? A drug-addicted kid in a suit?” 
 
    “I think. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Chase kept talking as if Tate was no longer there. 
 
    “An opioid addict in a suit. That’s a new one. There’s something here. There’s—” 
 
    “Maybe we should take Hampton’s advice and just leave this one alone.” 
 
    Chase blinked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tate had no real answer, but he knew he had to say something. 
 
    “I think you’re reading too much into it, Chase. Hampton probably doesn’t want us on a case yet because the fallout from Hawkesbury isn’t over. If the press finds out that we’re back after… well, after the Jardine brothers fiasco, they’ll have a field day. 
 
    “Fiasco?”  
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “What I know, is that you’re still trying to protect me, even though I’ve told you dozens of times that I don’t need protection. That’s what I know.” 
 
    I beg to differ. 
 
    “Why don’t we just take the short drive up to Washington, chat with Cynthia Foxworthy? What’s the harm in that?” Chase suggested meeting him halfway.  
 
    Tate squirmed. 
 
    “Or do you want to just stay here with your thumb up your ass?” Chase waited. “No? I didn’t think so. Now, grab your keys—you wanted to drive, so drive.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21  
 
      
 
    It was a forty-five-minute drive from the FBI training headquarters to the precinct in which Cynthia Foxworthy worked. During that time, Chase and Tate shared a grand total of a dozen words, perhaps even fewer. 
 
    Duane Price’s death and Hampton’s reaction to it were odd, but Tate didn’t share Chase’s enthusiasm. He wasn’t convinced that there was some deep-rooted conspiracy here. 
 
    His partner had shown incredible, even close to psychic insight into some of their past cases, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was grasping at this one because of what had happened in Hawkesbury. With that case, Chase had gone in the complete opposite direction; she was the one who had stated that Emily’s murderer was most likely a jealous boyfriend. 
 
    And that couldn’t have been further from the truth. 
 
    But she was right about one thing: a chat with Officer Foxworthy couldn’t hurt. And despite Hampton’s warning, he had to have known that Chase wouldn’t be able to, as he said, ‘Just let it go’. 
 
    So, why had the director fallen short of explicitly ordering them not to look into it? 
 
    By the time they pulled into the precinct in Washington DC, near the corner of Maple and Fourth Street, Chase had completely sobered up. 
 
    This was a good thing, because the police station was busy, and the last thing they needed was someone who remembered what Chase looked like from the news and snapped a picture of her staggering through the doors.  
 
    “I’ll take the lead on this one,” Tate said, pulling rank. It wasn’t a question, and Chase didn’t argue. 
 
    With his head high, Tate weaved through the crowd of uniformed officers and approached the front desk, skipping the line by showing his badge. 
 
    “FBI Agents Abernathy and Adams,” Tate said, directing confidence and authority at the squat woman seated behind the glass partition. “We’re looking for Officer Cynthia Foxworthy.” Chase nudged him, but he ignored her. “Do you know Cynthia?”  
 
    Chase nudged him again, harder this time. She was pointing at the woman’s nametag. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Cynthia?” 
 
    The women looked frightened, which wasn’t something you usually associated with a police officer, even one relegated to secretarial duties. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Cynthia Foxworthy. How can help you?” Her voice cracked before she said ‘you’. 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can talk? This won’t take a moment.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes, big and dark, darted back and forth.  
 
    “I’m not sure if I can right now. This place is very busy, as you can see. But my shift is over in about forty minutes or so. I can—”  
 
    Chase lowered Tate’s badge from the glass and replaced it with the image of Duane Price from the morgue that she’d printed before leaving the office.  
 
    “We need to ask you a few questions about Duane Price.” 
 
    Tate wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw Cynthia’s eyes widen just a little more when Chase said Duane’s name.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “I think that it’s in your best interest, Officer Foxworthy, if you give us just a few minutes of your time,” Tate said, trying to reestablish himself as a figure of authority.  
 
    “Just… just one second.” 
 
    The woman rose out of her chair and disappeared into a back room, leaving Chase and Tate standing in front of the booth, to the ire of the civilians who were patiently waiting their turn to be seen. 
 
    A moment later, Cynthia returned. Only this time she was accompanied by another officer. He was old and white, with wiry eyebrows. 
 
    “Agents? What can I do for you?” 
 
    The man looked old school and Tate knew that he would react much more positively to him asking the questions than a diminutive female agent half his age. 
 
    “We would like to speak to Officer Foxworthy about a case that she signed off on. A simple drug overdose.” 
 
    “If it’s just a simple drug overdose, then why is the FBI interested?” the man shot back without hesitation. 
 
    Not wanting to make the mistake again, Tate looked at the man’s name tag.  
 
    “Sergeant Refford, it will only take a minute. I don’t really see what the big deal is.” 
 
    Sergeant Refford moved in front of Cynthia, who could no longer meet their eyes.  
 
    “The big deal, Agent…” 
 
    “Abernathy.” 
 
    “…is that I have about twenty people here who would like to report a crime, and, due to recent budget cuts, I only have one police officer to take all of their statements.” 
 
    Chase once again held up the image of Duane, only this time she made sure that others in the room could see it as well as the Sergeant. 
 
    “If you’d rather, we can just ask our questions here. I’m sure these twenty people would love to hear about how a 15-year-old kid died from opioid abuse and how the —” 
 
    Refford scowled.  
 
    “You have two minutes, and I will be with Cynthia Foxworthy the entire time. If your questions go beyond two minutes then we will be forced to reschedule at a time when her union rep is available.”  
 
    “That works for us,” Tate said. The Sergeant indicated for them to walk down an adjacent hallway toward a door marked ‘Officers only beyond this point’.  
 
    Tate smiled. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The sergeant failed to even acknowledge the comment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Officer Foxworthy, can you just walk us through what happened when you discovered Duane Price’s body?” Chase asked.  
 
    The four of them were seated in a small interrogation room, with Sergeant Refford and Officer Foxworthy on one side, the side typically reserved for law enforcement, and Tate and Chase on the other—the suspect side. This was no accident, and Chase thought that even the choice of rooms was by design. They’d walked right by two fair-sized conference rooms, but Refford had insisted that they talk in here.  
 
    “I got a call about a body and—” 
 
    “To the best of her recollection,” Sergeant Refford interrupted. “Agents, I’m not sure why you’re digging up this old case, not sure why you’re here at all, but I must remind you that Officer Foxworthy discovered Mr. Price’s body more than six months ago.” 
 
    “Five months and twenty-three days,” Chase corrected. 
 
    The man was unimpressed by this level of detail. 
 
    “From here on out it’ll be assumed that anything that Officer Foxworthy tells you is to the best of her recollection and not absolute fact.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Chase turned her body to Cynthia. “Just tell us what you remember. This is not an interrogation; we just want to know more details about Duane’s death.” 
 
    She deliberately used the man’s first name and not Mr. Price as the sergeant had. 
 
    “I got a call and drove to the scene to go investigate. I found Mr. Price lying on his side, checked his pulse, and found none. He was quite cold to the touch.” She shivered. “I called the coroner, and he confirmed that Duane—sorry, Mr. Price was DOA.” 
 
    Straightforward, not too much detail, no suggestion of deception. But Chase detected something off about the young officer. Her answers almost sounded rehearsed. 
 
    There was something off about Refford, too, but this was easier to rationalize.  
 
    Being located this close to the FBI headquarters meant that the sergeant likely came into contact with the FBI on a semi-regular basis. And she got the impression that these relations were tense.  
 
    Chase thought back to the last time she’d been in Washington DC. 
 
    That had been one hell of a cluster fuck of a case. 
 
    The general rule of thumb is the more letters that get involved, the slower things go, and the more fuck ups you should expect. 
 
    So, yeah, she could understand the man’s innate animosity toward her. 
 
    “Who called it in?” Chase asked. “It wasn’t listed on the coroner’s report, and we couldn’t find the police report.”  
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “And the police report?” 
 
    “If you couldn’t find the police report, then there is no police report, Agent Adams,” Sergeant Refford said. “All pertinent details are included in the coroner’s report you so brazenly flashed earlier.” 
 
    Chase felt her blood pressure rise and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. Refford wanted her to get upset so that he could justifiably ask them to leave without answering their questions. She refused to take the bait. 
 
    “Do you guys keep phone recordings of incoming 9-1-1 calls?” 
 
    She already knew the answer but was stalling for time to come up with a better question. 
 
    “This was more than six months ago. If there’s no criminal activity, the recordings are deleted after two weeks,” Refford informed them. “Time’s up, Agents. If you have any other questions, please proceed through the regular channels.”  
 
    “I just have two more—” 
 
    Tate put his hand on her arm. Normally, this would enrage Chase but not this time. 
 
    This was a signal for her to keep calm, a reminder that pissing off the local PD would only make things harder for them moving forward. 
 
    Moving forward…  
 
    Tate was also doing this to let her know that he was on board. Any hesitation he might have had back at the office or even in the car had since been dispelled. 
 
    Chase smirked.  
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Refford. And thank you, Cynthia Foxworthy,” Tate said. 
 
    The former grumbled something incoherent, but Cynthia replied with, “No problem.” 
 
    The crowd had grown considerably in the waiting room, and they had to force their way through to get back to the car. 
 
    “Something funky’s going on here, Tate. Something really funky.” 
 
    Tate started to drive and Chase quickly figured out that they weren’t headed back to Quantico. 
 
    “Tate? Where are we going?” 
 
    Tate kept his eyes trained straight ahead.  
 
    “The morgue. We’re going to the morgue to see if they still have Duane Price’s body on ice.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    In the District of Columbia, if a body goes unclaimed for more than fifteen days, it’s cremated on order of the medical examiner. A little research revealed that the ashes of the unclaimed are subsequently forwarded to a contracted funeral home. 
 
    In this case, Pleasantview Cemeteries.  
 
    Duane wasn’t on ice; he’d been destroyed by fire. 
 
    “Can you imagine?” Tate asked as the cemetery loomed into view. 
 
    “Imagine what?” 
 
    “Imagine your loved one dies, and, for whatever reason, you aren’t contacted in time. Maybe you’re out of the country or maybe you, I dunno, just lost contact with the deceased. And when you finally do find out? It’s too late. They’ve already been cremated. And then, get this, if you want to reclaim the ashes, you have to pay the state five hundred bucks. Tragic.” 
 
    Chase thought that Tate was mostly musing to himself, so she didn’t say anything. In any event, she was deep in her own thoughts, thoughts about the living and not the dead. 
 
    It struck her as strange that as recently as six months ago, Cynthia Foxworthy had been a patrol cop, a rookie at that, but now she was on desk duty. Chase knew from her experience in the Seattle PD that this was the opposite of how things usually worked. Normally, you started as a desk jockey then moved to patrol. Not the other way around. 
 
    “What happens if you can’t pay the five hundred bucks?” Tate continued. “They don’t give you the ashes? Seems cruel if you ask me.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s just a body,” Chase said absently. 
 
    “Not anymore—it’s just ashes, but I get your point.” 
 
    Pleasantview Cemetery was on the smaller side, not quite a quarter of the size of the cemetery where Chase’s parents and sister were buried.  
 
    Like everything else in the 21st century, funeral homes and cemeteries were prone to the disease that was corporate greed, the largest fish eating up all the little ones until you’re left with one bloated and ironically starving monopoly.  
 
    But Pleasantview seemed to have bucked this trend. The main building was constructed of aged red bricks, and the windows, which covered most of the front, were inlaid with gold detail. While beautiful, these were far from perfect. 
 
    “Chase, what are we doing here, exactly?” Tate asked as he stretched his back. 
 
    Chase stared at the placard displaying the funeral’s name, which was sun-bleached and worn.  
 
    In truth, she wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    She wanted to visit Duane Price’s body, she wanted to touch the man’s cold dead flesh. She wanted to see through his eyes, experiences the final moments before he died. Her ‘voodoo’ had proven unreliable as of late, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    But ashes? What was the probability that her subconscious would be able to pick up something from that? 
 
    Likely nothing. 
 
    Likely, they were just wasting their time. 
 
    “I’ve got no fucking idea, Tate,” she admitted. “All I know is that there’s something going on here. Something not right.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” 
 
    The man who greeted them at the door lived up to the cemetery’s namesake. Chase pegged him in his late 20s, with short hair and wide-set eyes. He was overweight and held almost all of this excess mass in his hips and waist.   
 
    Cheerily introducing himself as Tommy, not Tommy Surname, not Mr. Surname, just Tommy, he spoke slowly and deliberately.  
 
    They identified themselves and showed their badges. Nothing about the man’s demeanor changed, even though Tommy must have figured out by now that they weren’t interested in caskets or pots—no money to be made here. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Unlike Hawkesbury, where everyone she showed her badge to was in awe, things were different in Washington. The FBI wasn’t a foreign entity previously only seen on TV and thus didn’t inspire the same level of reverence as it did in small towns.  
 
    Small fucking towns, as Tate would have put it. 
 
    “We’re looking for Duane Price’s remains. He was young, fifteen years old, died about six months ago from—” 
 
    “Yes, I remember Duane.” 
 
    “Wait—you knew him?” Chase could barely temper her excitement. 
 
    “Oh, no—no, not like that. No. Sorry. I just remember his name.”  
 
    “Right.” Chase felt her cheeks flush, embarrassed for the both of them. “Sorry. Do you still have his remains?” 
 
    Tommy grew uncomfortable and Tate stepped in. 
 
    “We are aware that after fifteen days if the body is not claimed it is ordered to be cremated.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you cremate the body?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can we see the ashes?”  
 
    Chase expected a reaction to her strange request, but Tommy’s behavior change was bizarre. 
 
    “I think…” The man’s voice, which was on the higher side to begin with, increased in pitch. “I think it’s best if I just show you.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Not much shocked Chase Adams. Not much could shock a person who had gone through as much as she had. 
 
    But the sight of all the small, irregular-shaped tombstones lined up row after row took her breath away. 
 
    Some quick math revealed that there were upwards of three hundred of them in total.  
 
    “What is this?” Chase gasped. She knelt down to inspect the closest stone. On it were two roughly carved letters: RP. There was no inscription, no date, just those two letters. The dirt in front of it was disturbed, but it was too small to be a grave. Only a few inches separated this makeshift headstone from the one next to it. 
 
    “I don’t really want to get in trouble for this,” Tommy said sheepishly.  
 
    “Get in trouble for what?” Tate asked, clearly as confused by what they were seeing as she was. 
 
    Tommy’s body folded a little over his large stomach. 
 
    “I started about two years ago. We would get these bodies in, bodies of young people who died from overdoses and nobody claimed them. We are running out of space for all the bags of ashes. I just kept expecting someone to come pick them up eventually. Someone had to know who they were, right? Someone had to care about them? But no one ever came. So, I brought them out here. At first, I marked their ashes with sticks but then I thought what if someone came for them? Like, much later? Years later? How would I be able to know which bag belonged to which family?” 
 
    Chase didn’t think it mattered—ashes were ashes—but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So, you started adding the stones?” Tate said, clearly wanting to move things along. 
 
    “That’s right. They’re all scraps and my boss said he didn’t care what I did with them. I just used a chisel and carved their initials in them. Not all of them have names when they arrive here, of course. When this happens, I just make something up. Seems better that way. They were people, after all. Even if no one cared enough to come claim them.” 
 
    “Wait—these are all unclaimed bodies?” Chase wasn’t sure if she’d heard correctly. 
 
    “Yes. But only from the last two years or so. I’ve seen so many of these coroner reports that I’ve gotten pretty good at guessing which bodies will be claimed and which won’t.” 
 
    “What do you look for?” 
 
    Tommy sighed. He was the complete opposite of someone Chase expected to find working at a cemetery. Dealing with death every day had a way of jading you. 
 
    Tommy was anything but.  
 
    “Young, usually dressed in rags because they lived on the street. Cause of death is always accidental drug overdose.” 
 
    “And has anyone ever come to claim the ashes that you buried out here?”  
 
    “Never.” Tommy bit his lip. “Well, ntil now.” 
 
    “You said you remembered Duane. Any reason why?” 
 
    “Not really. I just remember him—remember them.” He indicated the graveyard. 
 
    “All of them?” Tate asked, incredulous. 
 
    Tommy stared almost longingly at the rows of miniature graves. 
 
    “Yeah, all of them.”  
 
    “Where’s Duane Price’s... uhh, headstone?” Chase challenged, not really believing the man’s claim. 
 
    Tommy swiveled his wide hips, walked forward to the eighth row then cut in to the fourth headstone. It didn’t look as if he needed to read any of the engravings to find it.  
 
    “This is it.” 
 
    Chase squatted in front of the roughly carved chunk of granite. Sure enough, it read R.P. There was a dead tulip lying on the soil in front of it, but it was the same color as the dirt, and it was unlikely that Tommy could have seen this from where they’d been standing.  
 
    She hadn’t.  
 
    “You want me to dig the ashes?” Tommy asked. “I can do that if you want. I’m really sorry about this, I didn’t think that—well, I didn’t think that anyone would ever come.” 
 
    Chase was struck by how caring the boy seemed. 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I think you’re doing a good thing here, Tommy. I really do.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as all three of them just took in the enormity of what they were seeing. 
 
    All these unclaimed dead bodies. 
 
    All these victims of addiction. 
 
    A final question came to Chase, triggered by something Tommy had said earlier.  
 
    “When you receive the bodies, are they accompanied by their personal effects?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you burn these along with their bodies?” Tate asked. 
 
    Tommy shifted his girth again. 
 
    “I’m supposed to, but I don’t always get around to it. And before you ask, I still have Duane’s clothes. You want to see them?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “These are his.” Tommy handed a clear plastic bag over to Chase. “These are Duane’s clothes.” 
 
    She used a gloved hand to pull out the articles one by one and set them on a table. It was clear why Tommy had thought that Duane had been a vagrant. The shirt, pants, and undergarments were caked with dirt and smelled foul. There were no shoes.  
 
    Chase inspected the shirt first. As best she could tell, it was once formal wear, a white button down meant to be worn with a tie. The pants were equally formal, and Chase turned the waistband inside out, revealing the brand. She was surprised to recognize it. It wasn’t something that she would call an expensive label, but it was far from cheap. 
 
    She said as much to Tate, who nodded.  
 
    “That looks like what he was wearing that night. Except he was wearing a suit jacket.”  
 
    “That night?” Tommy inquired. 
 
    Chase ignored him as she searched Duane’s pockets. No ID, no wallet.  
 
    “What happens if they have ID on them? Do the cops or the coroner keep those?” 
 
    “No. That comes here, too.” 
 
    Chase looked the man square in the eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you something now, and I want you to be very honest with me. Keep in mind that I’m not here about petty theft or anything like that. I’m here to try and find out about Duane. You got that?” 
 
    Tommy looked confused. 
 
    “Yeah… I guess.” 
 
    “If Duane had a wallet maybe with some cash in it, I wouldn’t be interested in the money. Just in the ID. Now, Tommy, you wouldn’t happen to have seen this wallet and… I dunno… put it somewhere else for safe keeping?” 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time that someone had stolen from the dead, and it most definitely wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Tommy looked disgusted by the question. 
 
    “Absolutely not. No way.” 
 
    Chase held his eyes for a moment longer and then nodded. 
 
    She thought the idea unlikely; this man cared for the victims in his own strange way. He wouldn’t dare rob them. 
 
    But she had to be sure. 
 
    “So, Duane didn’t have a wallet on him when he arrived? No ID?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    Chase was about to hand the clothing back when she decided to perform one more search. She squeezed the fabric of his pants, focusing on the front pockets first, then the rear. A rectangular object yielded in one of the back pockets and she slipped two fingers inside the narrow slit. She’d already searched there once but had somehow missed it—a small piece of thick paper was at the very bottom. 
 
    Chase pulled it out. 
 
    A business card.  
 
    It was completely black on one side, save for the stark white outline of a collared shirt and tie. On the other side was printed a date and an address. 
 
    She showed it to Tate and then to Tommy. 
 
    “I didn’t—I didn’t see that.” 
 
    Chase palmed the card and then pretended to slip it back in the pocket. Then, with a smile on her face, she handed the shirt and pants to Tommy. 
 
    “Thank you for your help. And keep doing what you’re doing Tommy.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They thanked him as he shoved the clothes into the plastic bag. 
 
    “If you… if you find out anything about Duane, will you let me know?” 
 
    It was a strange question, but Tommy was a strange man. 
 
    “I will. Thanks again.” 
 
    Back in the car, Chase examined the card in more detail. 
 
    “The date is from about six months ago,” she said. Then she read the address out loud. “52 Torrence Lane. That mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Chase tapped the corner of the card on her palm.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    She collected her thoughts and then said, “How did anyone know what Duane’s name was?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, there was no ID and Tommy said that if there had been, it would have been delivered to him with the body. So, how did Officer Foxworthy know to put Duane Price on the coroner’s report?” 
 
    Now it was Tate’s turn to mull this over. 
 
    “Supposing that Tommy was telling the truth.” 
 
    “Supposing.” 
 
    “Then there was ID, only it never made it to Pleasantview.” 
 
    Chase smiled. 
 
    “Right. And I think I know who might just have it.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You really want to go back in there?” Tate asked, staring at the precinct across the street. 
 
    “No, I don’t. And I don’t think Sergeant Refford will be amenable to another chat.”  
 
    “Then what are we doing here?” 
 
    Before Chase could answer, her phone started to ring, and she looked down at it. 
 
    Director Hampton’s name appeared on the screen. 
 
    She rejected the call and less than a second later, Tate’s phone buzzed. 
 
    Also Hampton. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re definitely not going back in there,” he remarked.  
 
    Tate also hung up on their boss. 
 
    “We’re waiting,” Chase said, finally answering Tate’s previous question. 
 
    She didn’t need to explain for what, or in this case, for whom—Tate knew. They were waiting for Officer Cynthia Foxworthy. Chase wanted to have another talk with the nervous cop, and she didn’t want Sergeant Refford or a union rep to act as an arbitrator. 
 
    They watched cops come and go and Chase was reminded of a different life. 
 
    Her law enforcement career began thousands of miles away in Seattle. A beat cop at first, young, naïve, desperate to work her way up the ranks as quickly as possible in order to join the FBI and find her sister. She didn’t often think about her past, it was just too painful, brought up too many memories, but she did now. Unlike Cynthia, her career had taken a different trajectory. A beat cop for only three months, she’d been surprised when her boss had told her that she was going to join Vice. 
 
    Excited, too, even though her new station was likely a result of being young and a woman and had nothing to do with merit. 
 
    She’d accepted the position with open arms.  
 
    If only she’d known then what she knew now things might have been different. 
 
    Chase shuddered.  
 
    “You cold?” Tate asked, noticing the visceral response.  
 
    Chase smiled.  
 
    Of course, she wasn’t cold. It was nearly eighty degrees outside. But Tate knew better than to ask if she was okay.  
 
    “I was just thinking about something.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    Tate sighed. 
 
    The sound was laden with emotion but when Chase glanced in her partner’s direction, he deliberately averted his eyes.  
 
    He deserved better. 
 
    Better than her. 
 
    “Look, Tate, I’m sorry about what happened at the hospital.” The words came out before she could stop them.  
 
    As unexpected as her apology was, it felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    Chase had been cruel. She hadn’t meant to be, but intention and impact rarely saw eye to eye. 
 
    “Thanks. I—wait, that’s her,” Tate said suddenly, pointing out the window. 
 
    A plain-clothed Cynthia Foxworthy walked briskly through the parking lot, her head and eyes down. They watched her get into an aging gray Toyota.  
 
    She was easy to follow.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, the Toyota pulled into a small but cute home on the outskirts of town. Tate drove up right behind her, blocking her in and Chase quickly got out.  
 
    “Ms. Foxworthy?”  
 
    The woman’s eyes were wide. 
 
    She was frightened. 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “You can,” Chase said preemptively. “And you will. Because Duane has a mother and father out there, somewhere. And if something happened to your son, wouldn’t you want to know?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “How did you know she had a son?” Tate asked from the corner of his mouth as Cynthia unlocked the front door to her house. 
 
    “The way she drives,” Chase replied quietly. “And the fact that she has a car seat in the back.” 
 
    “You guys want coffee or something?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Tate said at the same time that Chase declined the offer. 
 
    She shot him a disapproving look. 
 
    “Okay. Please, come in.” 
 
    They entered the house and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Chase’s guess that Cynthia Foxworthy not only had a child, but a son was instantly validated. 
 
    There were toys scattered everywhere, everything from trucks to stuffed dogs, to Lego blocks. 
 
    The place was a mess, but Chase passed no judgment on Cynthia. And if Tate’s neutral expression was genuine, neither did he. 
 
    After all, they were both parents and they knew how difficult it could be to work a full-time job, a tough job, an emotionally grinding job, and look after a child. 
 
    They made their way to the kitchen, and Chase’s eyes drifted to the dishes stacked up high in the sink. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the mess. It’s just… it’s hard. I work long hours, and Dylan isn’t the easiest kid. ADHD, you know?” 
 
    With her back to them, Cynthia started making a pot of coffee. Not the instant kind, or the single cup variety, but old-fashioned drip.  
 
    That was good because it took time. And Chase thought they needed at least a few minutes to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    “Trust me, I know. I’ve got a young girl myself,” Tate remarked. 
 
    This wasn’t exactly true. He had a daughter, but she wasn’t young, and he also neglected to mention that they had a housekeeper. 
 
    Having now found some common ground, however, Cynthia loosened up a little. 
 
    “We don’t want to take up too much of your time, we just had a couple more questions to ask you about Duane Price,” Tate continued. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to talk about him.”  
 
    Cynthia removed two mugs from the cupboard and filled both of them. She offered one to Tate.  
 
    “That’s what we don’t understand. I get it, your boss is a dick. My boss is a dick, too,” Chase said. “He doesn’t like us and, quite frankly, we don’t like him. But dick or not, I still don’t get why Sergeant Refford is so eager to protect a boy who died from an accidental overdose.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong. I didn’t want to do anything wrong, and I really need this job.” 
 
    “Okay, okay—how about you just listen, then?” A subtle nod indicated that the woman was game. “You said that you were first on the scene, and you were probably nervous. If Duane wasn’t your first dead body, he was one of your first. I’m guessing that you searched him and found his wallet and ID. Then you put that information in the coroner’s report without thinking. Except, you weren’t supposed to do that, were you? Refford told you to call him before you did anything at all. And when he arrived, it was already too late. The coroner had taken Duane’s photograph, and his name was already in the system. Is that about right?”  
 
    Another nod. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect account, Chase guessed, but it was pretty damn close. After all, she’d been a beat cop once too and she’d had a boss like Refford. Big personality, even bigger temper. Small man complex even though he was over six feet tall. 
 
    “Refford gets angry,” she continued. “Chastises you in front of everyone for not calling him first. Then maybe he took the wallet and the ID and—” 
 
    “That’s not what happened.” Cynthia’s voice was barely audible. 
 
    “No? Why don’t you help us out then?” 
 
    Cynthia took a sip of her coffee, a tiny one—steam still rose from the stained mug.  
 
    “I was told not to talk about this, not to you, not to anyone. If Sergeant Refford finds out… I’ll be fired.” 
 
    “He’s not gonna find out,” Tate said sternly. 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him, then?” Cynthia snapped. 
 
    We tried that, Chase thought. 
 
    “I want you to think about your boy, Cynthia. If something happened to him, no matter how bad, you’d want to know, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Cynthia stared at the hot black liquid in her cup.  
 
    “Well, homeless or not, Duane Price has a mother. Maybe even a brother or a sister. I know they didn’t come forward, but I also know that it’s unlikely that Refford or anyone else did much to find them.” When Cynthia still said nothing, Chase decided to push a little harder. “The thing is, Cynthia, we went to the funeral home where Duane’s remains were sent. The guy who works there is sweet. He made a small grave for Duane’s ashes. If we find his parents, I would like to tell them where they can go to grieve their son.” 
 
    That did it; the woman took a deep breath and finally started to open up. 
 
    “You’re right—Duane was my first body. I got the call, a body slumped in an alley. And I did everything by the book. I tried calling Refford, but I couldn’t get a hold of him. Then I waited. But a crowd started to gather, and they started asking questions. I was nervous—I just wanted to get away from the body. I couldn’t look at it anymore.  
 
    “So, I called the coroner’s office and when the coroner arrived, he found the wallet and gave it to me. I wrote his name from his ID on the report. And then Refford came. But he didn’t come alone. There was a man who showed up with him. I don’t know who he was, I still don’t, but when he found out that I had listed Duane’s name he got angry. Yelled at both me and Refford. He tried to remove Duane’s name, but, like you said, it was already in the system. I got the impression that removing it would raise more red flags than keeping it in.” Cynthia got up and poured her full mug of coffee into the sink. “After the man left, Refford took his anger out on me. It was my first day on my job and I’d messed up. He put me back on secretarial duty and I’ve been there ever since.” 
 
    “And you have no idea who this other guy was?” Tate asked.  
 
    “No. I never saw him before, and I never saw him again.” 
 
    “What did he look like, Cynthia?”  
 
    “Tall, black. On the thinner side with a shaved head. He was wearing a suit. Looked important.” 
 
    Something clicked inside Chase’s brain. Tate gave her time by asking more questions, all of which Cynthia was unable to answer. 
 
    In the interim, she pulled up the video on Duane’s phone and ran it, pausing it when the man who pronounced the kid on the couch dead was in full view. 
 
    She showed it to Cynthia.  
 
    Her eyes immediately went to the boy on the couch. 
 
    “That’s not Duane, is it?”  
 
    “No, it’s not. Just focus on the other man, the one staring at the camera.” 
 
    Cynthia’s gaze shifted. 
 
    “That’s—that’s him! That’s the guy that yelled at me and the sergeant.” 
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    “You think Director Hampton will let us take the case now?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him?” He pointed at Chase’s phone that rested on the dashboard. “He’s only called you six times.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    And yet, when Hampton called them both a seventh time, neither answered.  
 
    They both knew what he was going to say. Refford had undoubtedly reached out to the FBI, probably Washington first before being rerouted to Quantico. And then he’d started asking questions, wondering why the hell two agents out of the training headquarters were interested in a dead addict.  
 
    Hampton had told them to back off and they’d done anything but. While their superior’s temper paled in comparison to Refford’s, Hampton didn’t appreciate it when people went over his head. 
 
    Or made him look bad. 
 
    They’d done both. 
 
    “We need to find out who the guy in the video is.” 
 
    “We need to find out who all three people in the video are,” Tate noted. 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    This subtle correction was a reflection of how differently they approached a case. 
 
    For Chase, it was about punishing the perpetrator. Conversely, Tate was all about finding justice for the victim. 
 
    “Unless, of course, you already know,” Tate said, and Chase frowned. “I mean, didn’t Duane tell you?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You were the one who spoke to him, not me.” 
 
    “True, but you touched his grave. I just assumed he would have reached out from the great beyond.”  
 
    Chase was shell-shocked. 
 
    How did he know? How the hell did Tate know? Stitts? Floyd? 
 
    Her mouth went dry. 
 
    “I’m only kidding, Chase.” 
 
    This should have alleviated some of her anxiety, but it didn’t. 
 
    I have to tell him, Chase thought. And I will. It’s just not the right time.  
 
    “I’m sorry, didn’t mean to upset you.” Tate said. “You just had a strange look on your face when you touched the tombstone, that’s all.”  
 
    “Naw, it’s okay.” Chase tried to sound calm, but her throat was constricted. “I was just lost in thought.”  
 
    “Chase, please.” 
 
    Her eyes darted over to her partner. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know how I feel about you lying to me. I just meant as a joke, but I know you’re not telling me something.”  
 
    If I told you the truth, you’d run. You’d run and never come back.  
 
    Chase cleared her throat. 
 
    And I don’t you want you to run.  
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    She left it at that, not wanting to elaborate, not wanting to lie again, either. 
 
    But since when did lying become so hard? It was practically ingrained in her personality. 
 
    Thankfully, Tate didn’t push. 
 
    After a few minutes, he started up again, this time on a different train of thought. 
 
    “All right, well, I’m just gonna say it. Looks like Mr. Important White Man in Suspenders was doing something bad to the little brown boy and he died. Then his bodyguard chased after Duane, but he got away. Duane can’t trust anybody and lived on the street until he died from what may or may not have been an accidental overdose.” 
 
    “Except for you,” Chase said. “He trusted you.” 
 
    She’d meant this as a compliment, but Tate took it completely the wrong way. 
 
    “A lot of fucking good that did him.” 
 
    “Well, he got you the tape and now we’re here. That’s something.” 
 
    “Yeah, something,” Tate grumbled.  
 
    Chase cocked her head. 
 
    “Wait—you said bodyguard. You said that the man in the video’s bodyguard chased after Duane.”  
 
    Take shrugged, not sure where she was going with this. 
 
    “I mean, the guy in the suspenders yelled for help, right? And the other guy came running. I just assumed it was his bodyguard.”  
 
    “No, it makes sense. Do you—do you remember when Felix was—” Chase’s throat clicked.  
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Tate said. 
 
    Chase regained control of herself. 
 
    “Tim Jardine was shot and killed by Senator Duffy’s bodyguard.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not the same guy. Similar look, but not the same.” Tate said. “I saw him, Derek Madsen, I think he said his name was. It’s not him in the video.”  
 
    Chase’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What about the other man? Is that Senator Chris Duffy?” 
 
    Tate reached for the Samsung phone. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Tate played the video again, first for himself, and then for Chase. 
 
    There were many details that they’d first overlooked but that weren’t entirely clear either, on account of the video shaking so much. There was something on the couch next to the kid. It looked like a hood or hat. In the background was what to Chase appeared to be an old-fashioned film projector. On the wall, a piece of art. A painting, maybe. 
 
    But what was in clear focus was the man in the suspender’s back. Chase scrutinized this closely, looking for identifiable features. 
 
    “Is it him?” Tate said. “I don’t think so. The guy in the video looks thinner. Not positive, though.” 
 
    “What’s that on his back, there, high up? A mole? A bite? A scar?”  
 
    “A bruise? I don’t know. We can always go directly to the Senator and ask him to strip down, bend over, and cough. See if he has the same mark.”  
 
    Tate was just trying to bring some levity to a very dark situation, but Chase wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    “Take a left here,” Chase instructed. 
 
    “I was kidding, Chase. We can’t just go to Duffy.” 
 
    “No, I know, and we’re not. We’re going to see someone else. Someone who took a bullet for me years ago.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Care to narrow that down a little?”  
 
    And this, Chase did laugh at.  
 
    “Don’t worry, you don’t know him.” 
 
    “Ahh, a secret second life. I’ve always loved that plot line. Predictable but emotionally wrenching nonetheless.” 
 
    A quick Internet search revealed that the man Chase was looking for, a man who had indeed taken a bullet for her, had since moved on from the ATF. The good news was he was still in law enforcement, only now he worked for Homeland Security. In fact, he’d moved up the food chain quite a bit since Chase had met him years ago. 
 
    “Here?” Tate asked, peering up at the large brown building. 
 
    “Here. Come on, let’s go. We don’t have all day.” 
 
    Neither did the person they were visiting, evidently, as they were told in no uncertain terms that he was in meetings all day and wouldn’t be able to see them. If they wanted to make an appointment, they could do so, but his earliest availability wasn’t until the middle of next week. 
 
    This wasn’t good enough. But here, at Homeland, their FBI badges didn’t open any doors.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the secretary, a tiny man with a cleft lip, told them. “You can’t see him today.”  
 
    “Can you just tell him that Chase is here? Chase Adams?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You tell him that Chase is here and if he still doesn’t want to see us, we’ll leave.” 
 
    The secretary wasn’t pleased but he picked up the phone and relayed the message. He only got halfway through before the conversation changed course. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’ll send them right in.” He hung up. “I’m sorry for making you wait. Please, head to the hall. His office is the first one on the right.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Chase said, smiling smugly.  
 
    She opened the office door without knocking, startling the man behind the desk.  
 
    He no longer wore gold spectacles, instead opting for more classic brown, and his light blond hair was shorter now. But it was the same handsome man.  
 
    “Chase? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Gee, it’s good to see you, too, Peter.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. Please, sit down.” 
 
    Tate announced his presence by clearing his throat loudly. 
 
    “Peter, I want you to meet my partner, FBI Agent Tate Abernathy. Tate, this is Peter Horrowitz, formally of the ATF and now I guess with Homeland Security. Congrats, by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Peter extended his hand and Tate shook it.  
 
    “So, you took a bullet for Chase?” 
 
    “Yep. We were hunting a serial killer in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and things got out of hand.” 
 
    “I remember that case, that was—” 
 
    “Perhaps we can save the trip down memory lane for another time?” Chase said. 
 
    Peter chuckled. 
 
    “Still the same Chase.” He reached out and pressed a button on his phone. “Marcus, can you get us some coffee?” 
 
    “We’re okay,” Chase said for the both of them. “I know you’re busy, so this won’t take a minute.” 
 
    “Scratch the coffee.” Peter let go of the button. “And I’m not busy. I just didn’t feel like talking to the FBI.” Chase raised an eyebrow. “The regular FBI. Now, what can I do for you?”  
 
    “Wait, I want to hear more about this bullet,” Tate said. “Stitts took one in the leg, Floyd in the neck. Where’d you get hit?” 
 
    “Floyd was shot?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Chase said, annoyed. 
 
    Peter looked at Tate and then pointed at his collar bone and mouthed, right here. 
 
    “Anyways, it was the wound that forced me out of the ATF.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Tate asked. 
 
    “No, if anything, it made me a hero.” 
 
    “Then why the move to Homeland?” 
 
    Chase was growing increasingly uncomfortable with this interaction. She didn’t want Tate and Peter to become friends. 
 
    After all, she had a history with both men. 
 
    “Promotion. I wish it was something more romantic than that, but it wasn’t. A job opened up and one of my superiors said that I should apply.” He shrugged. “I did and here I am. I miss the field sometimes, but having regular hours is good. Can’t argue the pay bump, either.” Peter suddenly looked at Chase and he became serious. “Chase, I heard about what happened—” 
 
    “Can we focus? Please?” Chase begged. 
 
    Peter stiffened. 
 
    “Sure. What brings you to Washington?”  
 
    “First, we’re not here officially on a case.” Chase let her words hang in the air.  
 
    Peter was no rookie and caught on immediately. 
 
    “Right. Well, this is the Department of Homeland Security, as far as I’m concerned, what the FBI is doing is none of my business. I’m just catching up with an old friend.” 
 
    “We’re unofficially looking into the death of a 15-year-old boy named Duane Price. Tate, show him.” 
 
    Chase waited for Tate to take out Duane’s cell and show Peter the video, but Tate didn’t budge. 
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    He glared at her and shook his head. 
 
    What the hell are you doing? 
 
    There was a look in Tate’s eyes, one that suggested he was not, under any circumstances, going to pull out the phone. 
 
    Rarely did Tate put his foot down. And when he did, he had good reason. 
 
    Chase had no idea what that reason might be, but she got the impression that here wasn’t the place to ask. 
 
    She quickly changed course. 
 
    “Show me what?” 
 
    “I have it. Hold on.” Chase removed the photo of Duane Price from the coroner’s report and passed it to Peter. He looked at it for a good three seconds then shrugged.  
 
    “You recognize him?” 
 
    “No. Should I?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Are you familiar with what happened to Tim Jardine, the man who kidnapped my son?” 
 
    “Once I heard your name being mentioned, I followed the case closely. I’m glad that—” 
 
    Chase cut him off. 
 
    “And you know that Senator Chris Duffy’s bodyguard shot and killed him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do all Senators have bodyguards?” 
 
    “Most of them.” 
 
    “Is there a central list that we might be able to access?” 
 
    Peter thought about this. 
 
    “If they’re contracted by the government, then yes. But a lot of these guys go private. Pay out of pocket for a little extra protection. In that case, it will be much more difficult to get their names.” 
 
    Chase expected Peter to start typing away at the keyboard in front of him, but he didn’t. He didn’t move. 
 
    “Can we see the list?” she prodded. “The government one?” 
 
    “That’s the Secret Service’s domain, not Homeland. And you know how they are.” 
 
    “They’re assholes.” 
 
    “Grade A. I can’t even access that information.”  
 
    “Shit.” Chase slumped a little and then snapped her fingers. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Peter warned. 
 
    “Wouldn’t what?” Tate asked. 
 
    Peter turned his attention to Tate. 
 
    “I’m thinking your partner here wants to pay Secret Service Special Officer Tanner Pratt a visit.” 
 
    “Who’s that? He take a bullet for you, too, Chase?” 
 
    “I don’t think Tanner Pratt would take a bullet for his own fucking mother,” Chase said. 
 
    “And I don’t think that he’ll talk to you, either,” Peter remarked. “Even if he was willing, you’d have to find a way in, first.” 
 
    “Into where?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Prison—Tanner Pratt is locked up, Chase.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Tate, what the hell was that back there?” Chase demanded. “Why didn’t you show Peter the video?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that you guys had a history?” Tate shot back. 
 
    “A history?” 
 
    “You think I wouldn’t notice?” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you didn’t show him the video because you’re jealous?” 
 
    “I’m not jealous. I just didn’t get a good vibe from the man. And with everyone trying to push us away from this case, I didn’t think it was a good idea to flaunt the only piece of evidence we have.” 
 
    “You can trust Peter. He took a bullet for me.” 
 
    “Hardly a discerning characteristic. And you might be able to trust him. I don’t.” 
 
    Chase threw her hands up. 
 
    “This is ridiculous, you know that?” 
 
    Tate got behind the wheel of his car and said nothing further. 
 
    Jealous? Really? 
 
    Chase, fuming, got on her phone and looked up Tanner Pratt. She was unsurprised that the man was serving ten years for Disclosure of Classified Information. 
 
    He’d already served a year and a half. 
 
    Fucking jealousy. If that interferes with—  
 
    Peter Horowitz came running out of the building toward them. Chase rolled down her window. 
 
    “Pete?” 
 
    “Hey, I managed to get the rest of the afternoon off. You guys want to go for a drink or a late lunch?” 
 
    Chase didn’t even look at Tate. 
 
    “That sounds great.” 
 
    The driver’s seat creaked as Tate shifted. 
 
    You want to be jealous? Then I might as well give you something to be jealous about. 
 
    “Tate?” Peter asked. 
 
    Tate kept his eyes on the building behind the man. 
 
    “I’ve got some work I need to do.”  
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    Chase smiled as she got out of the car. She didn’t look back. 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “I know this great place…”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tate was clenching his jaw so tightly that his face hurt.  
 
    By nature, he was not a jealous man. It didn’t even make sense; after all, he was the one who was still married while he was sleeping with Chase.  
 
    No, not to sleeping with her. 
 
    Falling in love with her. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    But despite these feelings, he stood by what he said.  
 
    He didn’t trust Peter Horrowitz. 
 
    Twice, he’d almost turned his car around. He saw the way Peter looked at Chase. 
 
    No, he definitely couldn’t trust the man. The real question was, could he trust Chase? 
 
    Images of her on her knees in the dark searching the unconscious man’s pants for dope came flooding back. 
 
    Could he? No. 
 
    Should he? Definitely not.  
 
    But he didn’t go back. 
 
    They both wanted space. 
 
    Tate was still on edge when he returned to Quantico. Rather than head to his office and potentially face Hampton’s wrath, he navigated the bowels of the building until he reached the tech department. 
 
    The door was locked, so he knocked. 
 
    And then Tate shrugged off everything prior to this moment and became someone else entirely.  
 
    The man who answered had crazy black hair of all different lengths, reminiscent of a 90s punk rocker. His face was narrow with a pointed chin, and he had tiny dark eyes like a mouse.  
 
    “Agent Abernathy,” the man said. 
 
    The first time Tate had met Linus Bowen, he thought the man had been a high school student doing some sort of internship. It had come as more than a shock that Linus was actually in charge of the FBI Cyber Division training. 
 
    A director no less. 
 
    A nine-year-old computer nerd director. 
 
    Who knew? 
 
    Since they’d last seen each other, Linus had tried, and failed, to grow a mustache. He looked like a molting Hitler.  
 
    “Got a moment?” 
 
    Linus put out his hand.  
 
    “I do not. But I suppose you’re going to come in anyway. 
 
    “You supposed correctly.” 
 
    The room was uncomfortably warm. There was at least a half-dozen computers and servers and other electronic devices that looked to Tate like something out of Star Wars or Star Trek. Heisenberg Compensators and lightspeed drives.  
 
    He hated this room. 
 
    “How can I help you, Tate?” Linus asked. 
 
    Tate pulled out Duane’s phone and handed it to him. 
 
    “There is a video on here. There are three people in it—I want to know who they are. Start with government agencies first, then expand from there. If you can clear up any of the details that would be helpful, as well.” Linus craned his pencil neck forward. “Linus, please. Don’t make me say it.” 
 
    You owe me one. 
 
    If that didn’t work, then Tate would be forced to get more specific. 
 
    You owe me one because I caught you watching that video on your laptop, and I never told anybody.  
 
    “Aaaand I want you to do it on the DL, as the kids say.”  
 
    Linus grunted in disapproval but at least he didn’t say no.  
 
    “Don’t get all excited, Linus, it’s only about thirty seconds and it’s nothing like that video I caught you watching.” 
 
    Linus rolled his eyes, walked over to a computer, and plugged the phone in. 
 
    “It’s gonna take a while. Even if I focus on—” 
 
    “Just do it as fast as possible. When it’s done, give me a call, would you?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy. And remember, your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Tate headed back upstairs and had nearly made it to the front doors without being spotted.  
 
    “Agent Abernathy!”  
 
    The muscles in his neck flexed and he kept walking, trying to pretend that he hadn’t heard Hampton calling his name. 
 
    “Agent Abernathy, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Tate looked over one shoulder. 
 
    “I was just—” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Chase was hungrier than she expected. And while Peter had offered to take her to a high-end joint, that wasn’t her vibe. 
 
    She opted for burgers.  
 
    The food came quickly, and she dug right in.  
 
    “They don’t feed you much in Quantico, do they?” 
 
    Chase wiped grease from her lips. 
 
    “Haven’t spent much time there. I moved to upstate New York. Just me and my niece.” 
 
    “Ah, nice.” They both took a sip of their beer. “And your partner? He seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    You should have heard what he said about you. 
 
    “He is.” Peter went silent and she looked over her half-eaten burger at him. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He had a sly grin on his face. 
 
    “No, seriously, what?” 
 
    “He likes you.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
    Peter laughed. 
 
    “I knew it.” 
 
    “Knew what?” 
 
    “That you guys were together. I saw the way he looked at me, and often how a man looks at the competition is more telling than how he looks at the prize.”  
 
    The prize? 
 
    Chase groaned. 
 
    “He’s a good guy, Peter. A really good guy.” Wanting to switch the conversation away from herself, she asked him about his life.  
 
    “Still single, thank you very much. But I like my work with Homeland. Better than the ATF, anyway. Less Tanner Pratt types. You know, if you ever get sick at the FBI, we might have a spot for you.” 
 
    “More like if they ever get sick of me. Actually, they’re already sick of me. But that’s nothing new.” 
 
    “You don’t say. How are Stitts and Floyd?” 
 
    “They’re doing well. No lingering effects from their time working with me. They’re on cold cases now. I think they’re going to do some good.” 
 
    “I bet they are.” 
 
    Chase considered herself incredibly lucky in the partners and friends she’d made at the Bureau. They always seemed to have her best interests at heart. 
 
    Too bad they couldn’t say the same thing about Chase.  
 
    “I don’t want to bring it up, but your husband—” 
 
    “Ex-husband. He went back to Sweden with Felix.”  
 
    Chase lost her appetite and pushed her plate away from her. Peter read into this and didn’t ask any more questions about her family. 
 
    They chatted a bit more about nothing in particular, and Chase marveled at how easy it was to fall back into an old rhythm.  
 
    Tate was wrong about Peter. He could be trusted.  
 
    The beers went down easily and before long Chase felt a familiar buzz, the kind that made you feel good and tingly all over. 
 
    When the waitress came by again, asking if they wanted another round, Peter declined and took the bill. 
 
    It was still early but he said he had several important meetings in the morning.  
 
    “I enjoyed this,” Chase said absently. And then she cringed. 
 
    Why do you keep doing this? she asked herself. Why do you keep opening up? 
 
    But she knew the answer. 
 
    It was because of that bastard Tate Abernathy. 
 
    He did something to her.  
 
    “I did too,” Peter said. “You know, I sometimes think about what could’ve been. What—” 
 
    “How many beers have you had, Peter? You still good to drive?” she joked.  
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m being silly. But I really did like seeing you today, Chase. And you know, I’m not that far away. I would love to get together again.” 
 
    The way that he was looking at her now made her suddenly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Maybe,” she conceded. “You think you could do me a favor, Peter?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Keep your ear to the ground. If you hear anything about Duane Price, let me know. I think he’s the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    “What’s the iceberg?” 
 
    Chase puffed her lips. 
 
    “No clue.” 
 
    “You need a ride home?” 
 
    Home for her was a forty-five-minute drive. Home for her included Tate and Georgina and Rachel. 
 
    “I’m taken, Peter.” 
 
    “Platonic, purely platonic.” 
 
    “I’ll get a cab. Thanks.” 
 
    Chase ordered an Uber and Peter waited for her to get in before leaving. She’d entered her address in Quantico in the app but at the last moment asked the driver to change their destination. 
 
    Something was bugging her.  
 
    Something wasn’t sitting right. 
 
    “Can we change the drop off point?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, where to?” the driver replied.  
 
    “Pleasantview Cemetery.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Director Hampton didn’t even wait for the door to be closed before he started yelling. 
 
    “I told you to leave it alone, Tate. I warned you.” 
 
    Hampton glared at him with beady eyes buried in reddening cheeks.  
 
    “Leave what alone?” 
 
    “Don’t act coy. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”  
 
    “Oh, I know what you’re talking about,” Tate confirmed. “I just don’t know why you don’t want me speaking to people about a kid who died almost six months ago.” 
 
    “I don’t need to justify my reasoning with you. I told you to stay away, and you didn’t listen.” 
 
    “We’re desperate for a fucking case.” 
 
    “You want a case so badly? Fine, I’ll give you a case. But not this one. Not this one, Tate.” 
 
    Hampton wasn’t known to yield. And, yet here he was bending over backward to accommodate them. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Wrong question. 
 
    “Because I said so.” Director Hampton pointed a long finger at Tate’s chest. “You guys just don’t listen. And you go to Washington DC of all places where you harass a cop and threaten the Sergeant.” 
 
    That wasn’t even close to what actually happened, but Tate had enough sense not to argue the point. 
 
    “I don’t understand what the big deal is.” 
 
    “And that’s a problem, you don’t understand.” It looked as if the Director was about to say more but he clenched his mouth shut instead. “I was trying to ease you and Chase back in. I know you think I’m a hard ass, Tate, everyone does, but I’m trying to do what’s best for you. If only you would fucking listen to me.” 
 
    This bristled Tate the wrong way. 
 
    Maybe it was because Chase was presently having dinner with an old boyfriend or maybe it was because he hadn’t slept in a long time. Either way, he lashed out. 
 
    “You don’t know what’s best for me or for her.” 
 
    “I know that you’re too close, that’s what I know. You like your work here, Tate?” 
 
    Tate set his jaw and refused to answer. 
 
    “Not when you’re acting like a prick, I don’t.” 
 
    That was the final straw. 
 
    “Give me your badge and your gun.” 
 
    “C’mon, you can’t fire me.” 
 
    “Badge and gun, Tate. Do it now, or I swear to God I’ll get security up here and have your ass thrown out. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Tate knew that if that happened, no matter what he did, he would never be allowed back.  
 
    He unclipped his holster from his belt, slammed it on the desk, and then tossed his badge. The latter slid onto the floor. Neither man made a move to pick it up.  
 
    “I’m doing this for you. For both of you.” 
 
    “You’re doing it for yourself.” 
 
    Tate left the office. Now, people noticed him. And he dared them to say something. 
 
    They didn’t.  
 
    When he got outside and the warm air hit his face, he calmed down a little.  
 
    Then he called Chase. 
 
    As suspected, she didn’t answer so he left a message.  
 
    “I just met with Director Hampton. He took my badge and gun—he doesn’t want us going anywhere near this case.” Tate took a breath and glanced back at the FBI training headquarters. “Which means that you were right: we’re onto something big. Keep digging, if you need a pickup, give me a call.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It was the flower that was bugging Chase.  
 
    It shouldn’t have been there.  
 
    Tommy had told them that all of the graves were for unclaimed bodies. He’d made the tombstones himself.  
 
    So, why would someone put a flower in front of just one of them?  
 
    The cemetery was closed, but that didn’t matter. Tommy had buried the bodies on a separate plot that could easily be accessed through an old wooden fence. Although she wasn’t sure it mattered, Chase hadn’t noticed any security cameras in the area when she’d been here earlier.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what, or who, she expected to find, but had nothing better to do other than wait.  
 
    There was a small hut off to one side and Chase sat and leaned her back against it. At some point, her phone buzzed but when she saw it was Tate, she let it go to voicemail. 
 
    The sun set. 
 
    Most people found cemeteries unnerving at night, but Chase wasn’t most people. She found the silence comforting. With only the stars and the kindred souls of those who had lost their battle with addiction keeping her company, Chase dozed off.  
 
    Sometime later, her eyes snapped open, and her adrenaline spiked. She resisted the urge to stand. 
 
    The man who walked through the rows of makeshift graves was definitely not Tommy. He was thinner and younger. Chase watched him turn down the eighth row and stop in front of what she thought was Duane Price’s grave.  
 
    He was mumbling something to himself and with his back to her, Chase decided that now was the time to strike. 
 
    She silently removed her gun and lifted herself up from the dirt.  
 
    “Turn around slowly.” 
 
    The man jumped and whipped around.  
 
    Chase’s hand initially tightened on the butt of her pistol but when she saw his face, she nearly dropped it. 
 
    “Duane?” she gasped. 
 
    It sure looked like Duane. 
 
    Small stature, tanned skin, short black hair. 
 
    “Who are you?” the kid asked. He was holding a flower in one hand. 
 
    It wasn’t Duane. Similar, but this kid was a little older and he had dark circles around his eyes. 
 
    “I have the gun, I ask the questions. Who are you and what are you doing here?” 
 
    The kid hesitated. 
 
    “My name’s Roger. I’m just visiting Du—”  
 
    The man’s head exploded before she heard the sound of the gun going off. Chase initial thought was a terrifying one: I shot him by accident. 
 
    But then she heard the crack and realized that the report had come from much further away than several feet.  
 
    Roger fell to his knees and Chase got one final, good look at his face. 
 
    Or what was left of it. 
 
    Half of his head was completely gone, reduced to a red mist that fell like light snowflakes onto the graves. 
 
    Chase dropped to her stomach and crawled military-style back toward the hut, trying to put it between her and the shooter.  
 
    She was no weapon expert, but she knew that that sound wasn’t from a pistol. It was from something larger. 
 
    A sniper rifle, most likely. 
 
    And she also knew that she was dead to rights. 
 
    Chase lay perfectly still and waited for the kill shot to come. 
 
    She counted to five, then ten. 
 
    At forty, she lifted her chin and looked around. 
 
    At sixty, she sat up. 
 
    At a hundred, Chase came to one simple conclusion: the killer had let her live. 
 
    For now. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Part III — Roger 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Tate Abernathy thought that Linus Bowen did these favors for him because the man was convinced, he’d busted him watching porn at work. 
 
    That wasn’t the case.  
 
    Not only was Linus not watching porn, but the video he was viewing, racy as it was, had actually been work.  
 
    Linus didn’t have the heart to tell Tate.  
 
    No, the reason why Linus Bowen did favors for Tate was simple: he liked the man. He liked Tate, liked the way he treated him, all joking aside. And if Linus dug deeper, he would have come to the conclusion that he also liked Tate because he reminded him of his father. They both had the same shaggy brown hair, the same mustache, the same thick build.  
 
    Linus loaded the video Tate had given him and immediately started to clean it up. A little digital editing, several filters, and some anti-shake technology later the thing was finally watchable. 
 
    Only, Linus wasn’t sure what he was seeing. 
 
    The naked boy was dead, that was obvious. But it looked like there was something in his arm, a tube of some sort. An IV? Except the tube didn’t lead to a bag of electrolytes. It was connected to what appeared to be an old-fashioned dialysis machine. 
 
    “What are you into, Tate?” 
 
    There was no clear shot of the man in suspenders, so that was a no-go. But he isolated images of the black man and the boy, and started his search with the former and, as per Tate’s suggestion, he constrained the facial recognition software to government and government adjacent agencies.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The search came back so quickly with a negative result that Linus thought there must have been a bug. 
 
    He tried again but was met with the same result. 
 
    Linus expanded the search to social media profiles. 
 
    This took a little longer, but the software still didn’t find any matches. 
 
    This struck Linus as incredibly odd. After all, the man was dressed in a fancy suit and the house looked opulent. 
 
    In his experience, these types of people didn’t tend to shy away from expressing their superiority on any channel possible. 
 
    Linus changed gears and tried the same search with the boy but removed all limiters. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    He imported the image into Photoshop, corrected the skew, and increased the coloring to make the kid look more alive. 
 
    “What the hell?” he said out loud when the search still failed to return a result. 
 
    This was almost impossible. The kid wasn’t on TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat, or Instagram. Either this was a world’s first or there was something fishy going on.  
 
    Linus searched criminal records, local, state, and federal. He even scoured the CIA’s files, which was bordering on illegal, but still didn’t get a hit. 
 
    For several minutes, Linus zoned out with the image of the dead kid’s face on his screen.  
 
    And then something occurred to him. 
 
    Normally, none of his searches included U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement—ICE—databases. They had a completely separate and secure server and while the kid might have been from a multitude of countries, Linus couldn’t rule out Mexico.  
 
    With a little finagle of some parameters, he managed to search directly inside the ICE database.  
 
    A hit came back so quickly that Linus jumped. 
 
    It was a 97% match with a photograph from a deportation order. Linus pulled it up. 
 
    “Pauly Lopez,” he read out loud. The boy was twelve years old in the photo, a little younger, but it was the same person. According to the order, he had been discovered hidden inside the dash of a minivan that had attempted to cross the border.  
 
    He’d been caught and subsequently deported almost two years ago. 
 
    So, what the hell is he doing dead on a couch in…  
 
    Linus pulled up the video’s metadata. 
 
    …Washington, D.C.? 
 
    When he clicked back to the search results, something happened. The screen flickered and then the report disappeared. 
 
    Linus refreshed the software, but it didn’t return. 
 
    Confused, he ran the search again. This time it took several minutes before it returned the following message: NO RESULT FOUND. 
 
    Linus blinked and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    He’d already had three Redbulls today and was wired. 
 
    He hadn’t imagined the order. 
 
    Thinking that it had to be a bug, he logged out and then back in before repeating the search a final time. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Thank God my computer is set to auto cache all results, he thought. 
 
    He reviewed his history and found the order. It was exactly the same: Pauly Lopez, 12 years old, deported. 
 
    Concerned that whatever happened to the file might happen to the cache as well, Linus printed his screen. 
 
    And then he completed a system check. 
 
    Everything was in order. His computer hadn’t fucked up. 
 
    Linus leaned back in his chair, recalling what Tate had told him. 
 
    Keep it on the DL, as the kids say. 
 
    His computer was fine. 
 
    Somebody had been alerted to his search and had deleted the file on the other end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Someone shouted for him to stop but Tate just kept running. Someone else tried to grab him. 
 
    That was a mistake. Tate lashed out, planting his hand square in the man’s chest, and shoving them so hard that he fell hard on his ass.  
 
    His heart skipped a beat when he saw her. Chase was standing with her hands on her hips, speaking to someone he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Chase!” he tried to shout, but the word stuck in his throat and made in cough. 
 
    This drew the attention of some of the closest officers and they, in turn, alerted Chase to his presence. 
 
    Her hands dropped to her sides, and he rushed over and hugged her.  
 
    “Thank god you’re okay,” he said in her ear. “Thank god.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Tate.” 
 
    Everybody was staring at them, but he didn’t care.  
 
    Chase eventually broke free.  
 
    Relief was quickly replaced by anger.  
 
    “What the hell were you doing here?” he demanded.  
 
    This wasn’t something you said to Chase Adams. 
 
    Her eyebrows lowered and she had that viscous look in her eyes, the same one she’d had back at the hospital.  
 
    But then it passed. 
 
    “It was the flower on the grave,” she said. “I thought whoever put it there might come back. And they did.”  
 
    Tate followed her eyes to the irregular tombstones. Among them was a body covered in a tarp, not that unlike how Tim Jardine had been laying.  
 
    “He said his name was Roger, but that’s all he told me. I think it was a sniper who took him out, Tate.” 
 
    Tate’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “A sniper?”  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Tate whipped around. All of the anger came rushing back.  
 
    “You fucking asshole.”  
 
    The man with the brown glasses recoiled. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Tate lunged, meaning to drive his shoulder into Peter Horrowitz’s midsection. But at the last moment, Peter took a step back and tripped on one of the gravestones. This caused him to turn sideways and the blow was glancing at best. It was Tate who went down harder, banging his side on a triangular stone.  
 
    Tate screamed and then scrambled toward Peter. 
 
    The scene was so bizarre that until this moment all of the cops and suits just watched, awestruck. 
 
    But when Tate finally managed to take Peter down, they finally acted. 
 
    The two men were pulled apart before either could do any real damage.  
 
    “Tate, you need to calm down,” a familiar voice told him. 
 
    He was too incensed to listen.  
 
    “She was with you!” He pointed at Peter. The man’s glasses had been knocked askew during the altercation, and he adjusted them now. “You were supposed to look after her!” 
 
    “Look after her? She doesn’t need looking after.” This was the right answer but was also the wrong answer. 
 
    Tate almost broke free from whoever was holding him, but another joined in and subdued him.   
 
    Once again, the familiar voice spoke in his ear, “Tate, calm down.” 
 
    This time, Tate had enough sense to look at who had their arms wrapped around him. It was Director Hampton, of all people.  
 
    Seeing his boss’—ex-boss’—face rooted him in the presence. He took several deep breaths and Hampton and the cop who Tate didn’t know, let him go, but remained poised to grab him should he try to get at Peter again. 
 
    “I knew you couldn’t be trusted.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Peter said.  
 
    “Let it go, Tate. I took a cab here. Peter had nothing to do with this,” Chase said, clearly embarrassed by what had happened.  
 
    To hell, he didn’t. 
 
    “You calm?” Hampton asked. 
 
    Tate wanted to punch him. 
 
    “I’m calm. Fuck.” 
 
    “Good. Now, does someone want to tell me who this dead man is?” 
 
    “He said his name was Roger. He was visiting Duane’s grave.” 
 
    The mention of Duane enraged Hampton and Tate thought the tables had turned, that he would have to restrain the director now. 
 
    But the man kept his cool.  
 
    “I told you to leave it alone,” he hissed through clenched teeth.  
 
    “That’s two dead kids, now,” Chase challenged. “And if you think—” 
 
    “The shot came from over there,” a loud voice suddenly interrupted. “Someone set up a sniper post on the hill. Found some depressions in the grass.”  
 
    The man who had spoken was short, stocky, and was wearing a suit that was too tight in the shoulders. A brown beard covered his cheeks and chin. 
 
    The location the man was indicating had a clear view of the entire graveyard. He’d taken one shot and it had been a direct hit. 
 
    Why hadn’t he taken another? 
 
    “Oliver,” Hampton said coming forward to shake the man’s hand.  
 
    “Hampton.”  
 
    Oliver looked at Peter next. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Yeah, what are you doing here, Peter? Tate thought. Then he realized he didn’t give a fuck. 
 
    “Who’s this guy?” Tate asked, moving in front of Oliver before he could get any closer to Chase. 
 
    The man glowered at Tate. 
 
    Hampton briefly introduced them. 
 
    “Oliver Thatch, ATF. Tate Abernathy, FBI.” 
 
    “Hmm. Like I said, the shot came from over there. When we get the round, I’ll be able to give you more details on what sort of rifle was used.” Oliver glanced at Chase. “How long after impact did you hear the bullet?” 
 
    “Two, maybe three seconds. Roger was standing up, his head exploded, then I heard the shot.”  
 
    “Probably an M24 then. Like I said, when we receive the round, we’ll be able to tell for sure.” 
 
    A commotion to their left drew all eyes and Tate tensed. 
 
    Like Oliver Thatch, he walked with authority, but he didn’t have the man’s bowling ball delts. He was thin, with a hawkish nose, and his dark hair was cut extremely short. 
 
    Great, this is all we need. Another swinging dick.  
 
    “Listen up,” the man shouted. His voice commanded attention and everyone in the cemetery gave it. “I’m FBI Director Joel Delvecchio. This is my crime scene. I want all nonessential personnel the pack up their things and get the fuck out of here, now. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    While Joel Delvecchio held no official authority over Oliver Thatch or Peter Horrowitz, there was something about the way he took charge that he respected. 
 
    Director Hampton on the other hand, and his two minions Tate and Chase, were very much under his supervision. 
 
    But rather than being upset by this, Chase was actually relieved to be ordered away from the scene.  
 
    There was nothing else to be learned from the graveyard. 
 
    And, truthfully, she was shaken. 
 
    Not so much because Chase knew her life had been hanging in the balance—this wasn’t the first time and surely wouldn’t be the last—but a kid’s head had practically disintegrated in front of her eyes. 
 
    Mid-speech, no less. 
 
    My name’s Roger. I’m just visiting— 
 
    Chase just wanted to go home, which was a rarity for her. Normally, when she experienced something this traumatic, she would double-down, throw herself into the case.  
 
    But after Felix had been taken something changed. 
 
    Now, all she wanted to do was go home and hug Georgina, crawl into bed beside her, and sleep soundly. 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen, though. 
 
    She wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight. 
 
    Besides, Hampton had instructed both her and Tate to head to a coffee shop about twenty miles closer to Quantico. And while they’d made it a pattern of late to disregard these orders, Chase didn’t think that was the right call, this time.  
 
    “You didn’t have to attack him, Tate,” she as the Pleasantview sign faded in the rearview.  
 
    Tate remained quiet. 
 
    This was the danger of having someone care about you. They did stupid things, acted irrationally. 
 
    “I didn’t think anybody would show up, not really. I mean, what are the odds?” Chase wasn’t being defensive, just honest. And that’s all Tate asked for. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gone by yourself. You should have called me.” 
 
    Chase rubbed her palms on her thighs. 
 
    “I don’t know. Like I said, I didn’t think anything would happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, something did.” 
 
    Now Chase shut up.  
 
    Ten miles into the drive, Tate’s phone rang. 
 
    Chase saw the name on the screen and asked, “Who is Tech Nerd?” 
 
    “Linus Bowen. I gave him the video, asked him to look into it.” 
 
    Rather than risk her life for a second time that night and have Tate answer while driving, Chase did the honors and pressed the speakerphone button. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Linus, you find anything?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Yeah—did you get my message?” 
 
    “No, kinda busy over here. What did you find out?” 
 
    “I got nothing on the black guy nor the white dude. But I think I figured out who the boy is.” 
 
    Chase was slumped in her chair but now she adjusted her posture. 
 
    “Who’s the boy?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “That’s Agent Adams. What did you find out, Linus?” 
 
    “His name is Pauly Lopez, and he was deported—Jesus Christ, that’s gone now, too?” 
 
    They both heard the clacking of keys. 
 
    “Linus?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Something fu—messed up is going on here.” 
 
    “You said something about Pauly Lopez?” Chase said. 
 
    “Yeah, his name is Pauly Lopez, and he was deported almost two years ago.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Sure. I have—had the deportation order.” 
 
    Chase made a face and Tate covered the phone with his hand. 
 
    “He’s weird.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Nothing. Linus, can you speak English?” 
 
    “Pauly Lopez was deported two years ago. The strange thing is, when I found the ICE report, somebody almost instantly deleted it. I had a cache of my screen but that’s gone, too. I did manage to print it out, though. Interesting factoid, Pauly was inside the dashboard of a minivan when he was trying to get over the border.” 
 
    “The dash—” 
 
    “What do you mean someone deleted it?” Chase wasn’t interested in creative illegal immigration techniques. 
 
    “Just that. Someone deleted the entire file.” 
 
    “Who could do that?” 
 
    “I mean, lots of people.” 
 
    Chase pursed her lips. 
 
    “Can you find out who?” Tate asked. 
 
    “I’ll look into it. But someone must have had a flag on the report because when I found it, they deleted it immediately. I’d be careful.”  
 
    “You stick to computers, I’ll worry about the being careful part, alright?” Tate said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m just looking out for you, pops.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “The video was taken in Washington, D.C. It’s an older phone so I can’t get any more specific than that.” 
 
    “So, he came back. Pauly came back,” Tate said. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone. 
 
    She’d told Hampton that there were two dead kids now. But she’d been wrong. They had three. 
 
    “What do you think?” Tate asked. 
 
    “I think we should ask him.” Chase pointed toward the diner where they were scheduled to meet. Somehow, even with Tate’s driving, the man had beat them there.  
 
    Director Hampton stood with his arms crossed, his expression stern. 
 
    “Well, we can ask him, but I don’t think he’s gonna tell us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “I warned both of you,” Hampton said between sips of his scalding coffee. 
 
    “You didn’t give us a case,” Chase replied, surprisingly calm. “And you didn’t tell us why we couldn’t take this one. And now have three dead kids.”  
 
    “Three?” 
 
    “What the hell is going on here, Hampton?” Tate asked. “If you knew that this was going to get this messy, you should have told us. Chase was almost killed!” His voice escalated with each subsequent word, and by the end, he was nearly shouting. 
 
    “Calm down,” Hampton hissed. 
 
    “No, I’m not gonna fucking calm down. I don’t work for you, remember? You can’t tell me—” 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t work for him?” Chase asked, her eyes darting between the two more.  
 
    “Someone called him.” Tate leaned back in the booth. “Someone called him and told him that we were looking into Duane Price and got his panties in a twist. Took my badge and gun.”  
 
    Hampton snarled and reached deep into the pockets of his jackets. The diner wasn’t full, but it wasn’t empty either. Several burly men sat at the bar filling their faces with saturated fats.  
 
    “Here.” 
 
    The man slammed Tate’s badge and gun on the table. 
 
    “Take them. Don’t be so dramatic.”  
 
    Several of the patrons looked over. 
 
    “What if I don’t want them?” 
 
    “Why don’t you both shut up?” Chase slapped the gun and the badge against Tate’s belly. “We have three dead kids, a perfect case for the CVU, and you guys can’t stop arguing about bullshit.”  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Agent Adams.” 
 
    “Agent Adams? Really? You still insist on being professional here?” 
 
    Hampton finally let his guard down.  
 
    “Chase, I don’t know who Duane Price is and I don’t this Roger.” He lowered his voice. “But you’re right, I knew about Duane Price before I saw the video. I was looking for a case for the CVU and it came across my desk. I was surprised at how little information was in the file and I thought it would be an easy case for you guys to start back with. But before I could dig too deep, I got a strong no-go.” 
 
    “From whom?” Tate asked. His voice was calm. 
 
    “Wait—what the hell is a no-go?” 
 
    Both men were surprised that she didn’t know the term, but they shouldn’t have. Chase didn’t have near the experience of either of them. 
 
    “A no-go is given when another department is investigating the same crime.” 
 
    “Ahh, so this is just like the last time I was in Washington. Too many dickheads playing with their dicks but nobody’s actually pissing.”  
 
    Hampton’s lips twitched.  
 
    “Not always the case,” he said. “Sometimes it’s to make sure that we don’t cross streams. More than once, an undercover agent has been arrested by another department because they didn’t talk to each other. So, yeah, I got a no-go.” 
 
    Chase was shocked that Hampton had kept up the analogy.  
 
    “Who’s investigating it?” 
 
    Hampton shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “What did they find out?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” he repeated. “It is—was—as far as I know, just one accidental overdose.” 
 
    “Until I found the video,” Tate said. 
 
    “A video that you sat on for close to six months.” 
 
    Tate grunted. 
 
    “And now it’s about three dead kids. And ICE.” This piqued Hampton’s interest and Chase continued. “We found out who the kid in the video is. Apparently, he was caught trying to cross the border illegally and a deportation order was issued more than two years ago.”  
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Tate said, clearly trying to protect Linus. “We’ve gone from one kid to three and I have a suspicion that there are more.”  
 
    “Someone is following these kids. Roger came to the cemetery in the middle of the night—” 
 
    “No,” Hampton said forcefully. 
 
    Chase thought the director was softening, that he really cared, and this reply came as a disappointment.  
 
    “Yes. We’re involved. If you have a problem with that you can take my badge as well as Tate’s.” 
 
    “No,” Hampton repeated. “They aren’t following these kids, Chase; they’re following you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They were following you, not the kids.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Chase asked. 
 
    “It’s Refford, right?” Tate answered for the director. “Refford called you and told you—” 
 
    “He did call me, but it’s not Refford. Refford only told me. I know him.” 
 
    This didn’t surprise Chase. They were both assholes and assholes seemed to have a secret society where they passed ideas around to make them even bigger assholes. 
 
    “Then who? Cynthia Foxworthy?” Tate suggested. 
 
    “No way,” Chase replied instinctively. “She’s too scared to do anything. That leaves only Tommy, the cemetery guy. He’s the only other person who knew we were looking into Duane Price.”  
 
    The name didn’t seem to mean anything to Hampton. 
 
    “Wait—that’s not the only people who knew,” Tate corrected. 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “Give it a rest, Tate. Peter’s a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he knew.” 
 
    “And he took a bullet for me.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what pissed him off. Maybe he was telling the truth that that was why he had to leave the ATF.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who,” Hampton said. “This is still a no-go case.” 
 
    Chase looked at him. 
 
    There was one more person who knew about Duane Price, she realized. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Chase. I’ve had your back since the beginning. You were almost killed tonight. Leave the case alone.” 
 
    “If they were following Chase as you said,” Tate began, “why didn’t they shoot her, too? I mean, I’m glad they didn’t but—” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hampton said flatly. “Just like I don’t know who is investigating it, or what they’ve found. But my suggestion is that you guys back off. I’ll find a new case. Better yet, I’ll let you pick the next one.” 
 
    An honorable suggestion and with anyone else it might have worked. 
 
    Hampton shook his head, knowing that they weren’t going to listen. 
 
    “I’ve said my piece, and you are not officially on the case. What you do in your spare time, however… as of today, you are both on vacation.” 
 
    Chase smiled. 
 
    Maybe he was looking out for them.  
 
    She got up. 
 
    “Just do me one thing, okay?” Hampton asked. 
 
    “No promises.” 
 
    “Just go home. For tonight, at least. Think about what I’ve said.”  
 
    That, we can do, Chase thought.  
 
    And it was exactly what they did. 
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    Marguerite was sleeping on the couch when they arrived home, and it felt wrong to wake her. Tate got a blanket from the linen closet and laid it over the woman while Chase retreated to the show to clean up. But only after checking on the girls and kissing them both gently on the head.  
 
    Tate also felt dirty. Not just physically, either, but because of what had happened, or nearly happened, to Chase.  
 
    He vowed never to leave her alone while on a job again. 
 
    As the shower started to run upstairs, Tate grabbed a beer from the fridge. He opened it, took a sip, then pressed the cool bottle to his forehead. 
 
    This was a hard job. It had always been tough, but his relationship with Chase had made it considerably more difficult. 
 
    He loved his job, but Tate was beginning to think that he loved her more.  
 
    He sighed, shook his head, and then drank. 
 
    Why didn’t the sniper take the shot? Was killing Roger just a warning to back off? 
 
    Who was the real target? 
 
    And why? 
 
    What is it about Duane Price that means so much to someone that they’re willing to kill to keep them from investigating his death? 
 
    Tate had no answers. 
 
    He finished his beer and headed upstairs.  
 
    The shower was still running but he ducked into the bathroom to brush his teeth. The mirror was fogged, and he couldn’t see his reflection. Tate smeared his hand across the glass and looked at himself.  
 
    He knew he wasn’t particularly handsome, not as good-looking as Peter Horrowitz and not even in the same league as Jeremy Stitts. But he’d always taken care of himself, done what he could with what he had. 
 
    But that was before the accident. 
 
    Now, he could stand to lose fifteen pounds and his mustache needed a trim. 
 
    Get a haircut. 
 
    Workout.  
 
    But none of that would matter if he didn’t sleep. 
 
    He read somewhere that stress and lack of sleep are the two largest contributors to almost every disease human. 
 
    Alzheimer’s, dementia, cancer, heart attack. 
 
    He was fucked and he knew it. 
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    Tate turned around in response to his softly spoken name. 
 
    And then he froze. 
 
    Chase was standing with the shower door open, her naked body glistening with water. 
 
    Unlike him, Chase took care of herself. 
 
    No matter how stressed she was, it never seemed to show. Chase ran all the time, and this was reflected in her physique. Her legs and stomach were toned, the skintight. Her breasts, small as they were, were perky.  
 
    She was beautiful. 
 
    And now, with the water cascading off her supple skin, she looked more than beautiful. 
 
    She looked perfect. 
 
    “Come in,” Chase said, but Tate was already moving toward the shower, fully dressed. One inside, he began kissing her. First her lips, then her chin, her jaw, her neck, and lower. 
 
    When they were done making love, Chase passed out in the bed almost immediately.  
 
    Tate, fully spent both physically and emotionally, lay beneath the covers in his underwear praying for sleep to come. 
 
    And it almost did.  
 
    He dangled on the precipice of unconsciousness, just two fingers holding onto the ledge. 
 
    But then, as his fingers began to slip and he started to drift away, he heard the sound of that crash, of the car striking first the other vehicle, and then hitting a tree. 
 
    Tate was wide-awake when his daughter screamed. 
 
    Careful not to wake Chase, he got out of bed and waited. 
 
    When three minutes passed and Rachel remained silent in the other room, Tate sat in the chair and read the report that Linus had sent him about Pauly Lopez.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Chase was surprised to discover a text message from Hampton waiting on her phone when she woke up seven hours later. 
 
    “Tate?” She found him seated in the chair, as she did most mornings. “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Chase didn’t challenge him on this lie. 
 
    “I got a text from Hampton.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “What did yours say?” 
 
    “That the ATF has concluded that the shooting at the cemetery was an isolated incident. No ID and the man’s prints weren’t in the system. A John Doe. You?” 
 
    “The same bullshit. Except he added, be safe. How can it be an isolated incident?” 
 
    “It’s not,” Tate said.  
 
    “I want to see the body.” 
 
    “I thought you might. I’m not sure if they’ll let us get close.” 
 
    “What else are we going to do? Why do you have that look in your eye? What did you find out.” 
 
    Tate grinned. 
 
    “I went over the report from Pauly’s deportation order. It was signed by Nathan Hayes. Nathan Hayes no longer works for ICE.” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “He used to work the New Mexico border, then moved to Texas. Worked there for two years and then just up and resigned.”  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “And this is what he wrote on his resignation letter: I hereby resign from my position. Nathan Hayes.” 
 
    Chase was intrigued. 
 
    “That’s… brief.” 
 
    “I know. It sounds as if he was forced out. But there’s only to know for certain.” 
 
    Chase was already getting out of bed and starting to get dressed. 
 
    “Tell me you found him.” 
 
    Tate was beaming. 
 
    “I did. He works in a bar in Chantilly, up in Washington. Less than an hour from here.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s pay him a visit.” 
 
    Tate remained seated. 
 
    “Let’s think about this: this Nathan guy might not remember Pauly—that was years ago, remember? But even if he does, based on his resignation letter I don’t think he’s going to greet law enforcement with open arms.” 
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her cheek.  
 
    “Where did you say he worked before Texas?” 
 
    “Albuquerque.” 
 
    Chase smiled. 
 
    “Then I have a plan.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “No,” Chase sang. “A girl needs to keep some secrets, you know?” 
 
    Tate’s face dropped and she instantly regretted the joke. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Naw, I’m just tired.” 
 
    “Well, wake the fuck up, then, because we have work to do. C’mon, I’ll tell you what I’m thinking in the car.” 
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    Nathan Hayes worked at an Irish pub called Hurley’s. It was in that part of town that wasn’t quite seedy but far from upper crust. They arrived shortly after ten, and as a testament to the neighborhood in which was located, there were already ten patrons at the bar. 
 
    They approach the bartender, a man in his late forties with a salt-and-pepper beard and deep-set eyes.  
 
    “Hi,” Chase said, “I’m looking for Nathan Hayes?” 
 
    The man stopped wiping down the bar and stared at them with bloodshot eyes.  
 
    “Who’re you?” 
 
    “FBI.” 
 
    The man snorted. 
 
    “Then you can fuck off.” 
 
    Tate frowned and produced his badge. 
 
    The man didn’t even look at it; he just went back to wiping a dirty rag across the bar.  
 
    “If you just tell us where—” 
 
    “I’m Nathan Hayes and I thought I told you to fuck off. This is a private establishment. You’re not welcome here.” 
 
    Chase was taken aback, not by the man’s tone nor the harshness of his words, but by his claim that he was Nathan Hayes. She’d seen a picture of Nathan Hayes from his ICE ID. In it, he was handsome, clean-shaven, and, well, clean. According to his employment file, Nathan Hayes was thirty-two years old. 
 
    The man before them appeared nothing like his photo. 
 
    “You’re not Nathan Hayes,” Chase said under her breath. 
 
    For some reason, the man took this as a challenge. 
 
    “I’m not in the habit of telling a lady to fuck off, but it won’t be the first time. So…” He waved the dirty towel in the direction of the door. 
 
    Tate was triggered by this and aggressively leaned forward. 
 
    “What you gonna do, tough guy?”  
 
    “We don’t want any trouble—we just want to ask Nathan a question or two,” Chase said in an attempt to calm the waters. 
 
    “Fuck off—see? You made me say it.” 
 
    Tate started to reach across the bar, but Chase stopped him.  
 
    “Enough. Please, just tell us where to find Nathan Hayes and we’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “You deaf and dumb? I am Nathan Hayes.” 
 
    Before Tate could react, Chase said, “Really? Then you must know Tom Cable.” 
 
    “Tom?” The bartender leveled his bloodshot eyes at her.  
 
    “Yeah, Tom Cable.” 
 
    A morbid thought occurred to her. 
 
    Another man I knew who was shot because of me. 
 
    Only Tom hadn’t been as lucky as Stitts or Peter or Floyd. 
 
    Tom had died.  
 
    Chase reminded herself not to mention this to Tate.  
 
    “What the fuck do you know about Tom?” 
 
    “I know that he was a good man. A really good man.” Chase paused. “Now, is there somewhere we can go to talk?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing Nathan did when they got to the kitchen was crack a beer. His demeanor had changed but enough to offer them one. 
 
    That was fine by Chase. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Nathan asked as he flipped a bucket over and sat on it. He didn’t offer them one of these, either. 
 
    “Chase Adams.” The man’s eyes were too red for her to tell if there was any recognition in them. “I worked with Tom on the Devil’s Den case. Were you guys friends?” 
 
    The man took a large swallow of beer, swirled what was left in the bottle, and then downed that too. 
 
    “I dunno about friends, but I knew Tom. He was, like you said, a real good guy. He talked about you, too. At least I think I did. Memory’s not so good no more, you know?” 
 
    Well, that bottle sure as hell isn’t helping. As if he could hear her thoughts, the man retrieved a fresh one from the fridge and started on it. 
 
    “He’s one of the reasons why I left Albuquerque. So much fucked up shit going on over there, you know? I stayed with ICE for a while but moved to Texas. And that was even more fucked up. These kids were running away from the cartels, from extreme violence, and did everything they could to get over the border. And what do we do? We catch them and throw them right back. If the boys were tough, they joined a gang. If not, well… it was worse for the girls. They told us stories, horrible stories, and begged us to stay. Nope, back you go. Good luck to you. Every once in a while, we’d catch a news story from Tijuana about a girl being raped for months by not just one man, not ten, but hundreds. And when then they’d stick her with a needle.” Nathan shuddered.  
 
    “That’s terrible.”  
 
    “And it’s what we wanted to ask you about. The border crossings,” Tate said.  
 
    Nathan unfurled one finger from the hand holding the bottle and pointed at Tate.  
 
    “She can ask me. You can’t.” 
 
    Tate sucked his teeth. 
 
    “I know you said that your memory isn’t what it used to be, but by chance do you remember this kid?” Chase showed him the image that Linus had sent them to their phones. “His name is Pauly Lopez.”  
 
    The man grabbed the phone with a dirty hand and brought it so close to his nose that it nearly touched the screen.  
 
    Chase was hopeful, but this was dashed when Nathan shook his head.  
 
    “Don’t remember. We caught hundreds of kids a day. God only knows how many got through.” He raised his bottle. “More power to them.”  
 
    “He was trying to get across the border in the dashboard of a van,” Chase said.  
 
    The man’s eyes shot up. 
 
    “Minivan?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Aw, shit, I do remember that. The kid was fucking like a pretzel up in there. Some of the guys joked about it.” 
 
    There was no humor in the man’s words—he was simply recounting what had happened.  
 
    “What do you remember about him?” 
 
    “Just that he was in the dash.” 
 
    “Were there more of them? Who was driving?” 
 
    “I think there were others in the trunk. But that must have been years ago. Why you asking about it now?” 
 
    Chase knew that she could probably skirt the details here, make something up, but for some reason, she felt bad for Nathan.  
 
    “Pauly’s dead. He died somewhere in the United States under suspicious circumstances. Just wondering how he got back into the country.”  
 
    The man shook his head and sipped his beer, which Chase interpreted as him expressing sorrow for Pauly. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    “I dunno. I didn’t ship him back.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “You signed the deportation order.”  
 
    “Yeah, I filled out the form every time, like they told me to. But that doesn’t mean shit—it definitely doesn’t mean they went back to Mexico.” 
 
    “You mean they slipped by you guys?” 
 
    Nathan laughed. It was a hollow sound. 
 
    “No, they never ‘slipped by us’. Trust me, ICE made sure of it.” 
 
    “Then I don’t understand.” 
 
    Nathan finished his second beer, the second in a matter of less than ten minutes. He reached for a third, but Chase stopped him. 
 
    “Look, something happened to this kid and others. If you know anything you can help…” The man suddenly grew quiet. “Please? They don’t have anyone—”  
 
    “I don’t know what happened to them. And that’s the truth. But I’ll tell you what I was told, how things worked. When we caught them, we took their picture and filed the report. But then we waited. Sometimes five minutes, sometimes an hour, I don’t fucking know. And then the call would come in. Most of the time, they just said ship them back. But occasionally, they said to hold them and that someone would come get them.”  
 
    “Get them for what?” Tate couldn’t help himself now. 
 
    “I don’t know. They never told us. They just came in these black cars and took them away. I guess they’re kinda like raccoons and someone was worried that they’d just find their way back over. My guess? They took them to another border, one far away. Someone else’s problem you know? Lady, can I have my beer now?” 
 
    Chase backed away and Nathan grabbed another bottle. It hissed as he opened the cap, but he didn’t take a drink. 
 
    Not right away, anyway. 
 
    “Was Pauly one of these kids who were taken away?” 
 
    “Yep. The kid in the dash. Him and like three buddies… I think.” He tapped the bottle against his head, reminding them of his failing memory. 
 
    “Any idea who called you guys?” 
 
    “Lady, I don’t fucking know. You don’t ask questions in ICE.” 
 
    “Thank—thanks for your help. And I’m really sorry about what happened to Tom.” 
 
    “So am I.”  
 
    The man gave a phantom cheers and then downed the entire bottle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “You believe him?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Of course, I believe him. You don’t?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I believe some of what he said. But all that holier than thou bit? Naw. Nathan’s a scumbag, don’t let his little act in there fool you.”  
 
    “Let’s assume he’s telling the truth. Who’s taking these kids? Where are they taking them? And tell me to another border.” 
 
    Tate raised his shoulders.  
 
    “You saw the video.” 
 
    “I saw a dead kid on a couch.” 
 
    “And I saw a dead naked kid on a couch and a half-naked white man looking at him.”  
 
    This gave Chase pause and made her think of Jeffrey Epstein. 
 
    No, couldn’t be. 
 
    “What are you implying?” 
 
    “I’m just saying that if you wanted someone that nobody would come looking for, at least not on this side of the border, then they would make for easy targets.” 
 
    “Wanted for what?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Whatever the hell was going on before Pauly died.” 
 
    It was a sobering thought.  
 
    “That Linus guy said he cleaned up the video. I think we should look at it again.” 
 
    Tate agreed and placed a call. Linus didn’t answer so he left a message. 
 
    “Should we go back to Quantico?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Hampton gave us some leeway here, but I don’t think he’d appreciate us showing our faces in the office while on ‘vacation’.” 
 
    Chase looked out the window, watched the houses pass by.  
 
    “Where we going, then?”  
 
    “The morgue.” 
 
    “The morgue?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to see Roger’s body,” Tate remarked.  
 
    Chase did. She really did. 
 
    “Hampton’s going to kill us.” 
 
    “Yep. But at least we’ll be fresh for our autopsy.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase wanted to strong-arm their away inside, because, of course, she did. 
 
    Her plan, if you could call it as much, was to barge in, lie and say that Joel Delvecchio told him they could see the body. 
 
    It was a terrible plan. 
 
    Tate said as much. 
 
    “And let more people know that we’re still looking into Duane Price? Did you forget what happened last night?” 
 
    Chase did not. 
 
    “Then, what?” 
 
    “I’ll cause a distraction and you sneak inside.” 
 
    Chase scoffed. 
 
    “That’s your plan?” 
 
    “Better than yours.” 
 
    She had to admit it was. But that in no way made it a good one. 
 
    Tate entered the morgue first and went right up to the woman at the front desk who had fingers like bratwursts and skin tags lining her neck and chin.  
 
    Chase entered next, sticking to the back of the room. 
 
    “Excuse day,” Tate said in a thick German accent. “I’m looking for my brother.”  
 
    “What?” The woman reminded Chase of a large-mouth bass.  
 
    “I’m looking for my brother. His name is Ligma.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ligma! My brother’s name is Ligma Buhls! If he’s dead, I’ll that son of a bitch! He still owes me fifty Euros!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Chase almost faltered. Not because of the stupid joke that Tate made, but because it reminded her of someone. 
 
    Dr. Beckett Campbell. 
 
    This is something that he would have said. 
 
    She kept her eyes down as she walked past Tate and fish woman. As bad as their plan was, it seemed to be working. Nobody noticed Chase slip through the door marked ‘Personnel Only’. 
 
    She didn’t know where she was going but sometimes just acting like you belonged was enough. Two orderlies looked at Chase and she nodded. 
 
    They nodded back and continued on their way without stopping. 
 
    There wasn’t much time. Eventually, the woman would call the cops on Tate and if they were still hanging around when they arrived, then things would get ugly. 
 
    The first door she tried led to a facility closet. The second proved more fruitful. 
 
    Inside, she found several metal gurneys with white cloths draped over them as if somebody was preparing for a Thanksgiving meal.  
 
    It also reeked of formalin.  
 
    Her eyes went to the row of cooling lockers at the back of the room. There were three columns and three rows. The first two had no tags on the front, so she skipped them. The third read: Anabelle Stabule. 
 
    A woman. 
 
    She skipped that one, too. 
 
    The fourth tag was marked with John Doe and below that: For Immediate Incineration. 
 
    Chase grabbed the handle and pulled. It was heavier than expected and she had to lean back to slide the drawer open.  
 
    Chase slowly peeled back the thick white cloth that covered the man’s head and immediately sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    Everything from the kid’s left nostril to his temple was missing. Chase could see directly into the man’s skull. 
 
    What was left of his brain looked like congealed oatmeal. 
 
    Chase closed her eyes.  
 
    This only made things worse as she saw Roger in her mind, standing not six feet from her.  
 
    My name’s Roger. I’m just visiting— 
 
    BAM. 
 
    Chase’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    Death could be brutal and vicious, but life was often worse.  
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered. And then, worried that her courage would wane, she reached out and touched the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered and then closed. 
 
    When they opened again, Chase Adams was seeing through someone else’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    “Yes, what can I do for you, pops?” 
 
    “Is there any way to trace a phone call?” 
 
    At first, Linus thought that Tate was joking. 
 
    “Linus?” 
 
    He was serious.  
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Good, so here’s what I need you to do.” Tate went on to explain. 
 
    “You want me to find out who called the border crossing at Eagle Pass in Texas two years ago?” 
 
    “Yeah. That going to be a problem?” 
 
    “No, not really. Can you give me anything else?” 
 
    “Cross reference the time and date Pauly Lopez’s deportation order. The call came in within… I dunno, half an hour at most of the order being issued.” 
 
    “Okay… anything else, papa.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t ever call me papa again.” 
 
    Linus laughed. 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Oh and try to find out who deleted Pauly’s file while you’re at it.” 
 
    “Sure thing, papa,” Linus said and quickly hung up. 
 
    This was going above and beyond a favor, but it also posed a challenge for Linus, which he liked almost as much as puzzles.  
 
    For much of his childhood, his favorite puzzle had been the Zodiac killer’s letters. He’d worked long hours trying to break the code and with every failed attempt his expectations for the manifesto’s great reveal grew in his mind.   
 
    In the end, he hadn’t been able to crack it, but someone had. 
 
    Linus wasn’t sure what made him angrier the sheer banality of the final message or the fact that some other code breaker had managed to do it before him.  
 
    But this letdown did not deter him from tackling other puzzles. Eventually, it led him to where he was now: the FBI. He had tried being a regular field agent, but that never sat well with him. Linus was always more comfortable behind a computer. 
 
    He resolved himself to living vicariously through pops—no, papa. He liked that better, particularly because Tate didn’t. 
 
    He started with the second problem: finding out who, or, more accurately, from which computer the Deportation Order was deleted.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, whoever had done it had scrambled their username. Not only that, but they’d used a VPN. When someone accessed the Internet using a computer, they were given a unique identifier called an IP address, which was provided to them by their Internet service provider. Work backwards and you could find out the exact physical address of the computer. When you use a VPN, it sends your IP to a node somewhere else in the world and gives you a new IP. Depending on the complexity, or cost, of the VPN, this happened anywhere from three to a thousand times. Effectively, it made your computer untraceable. Except someone had deleted his cache. And because of the security software that Linus used, this could only be done by a computer that was physically plugged into the FBI server. It wasn’t as easy to trace as it sounded, however, because many different government agencies were plugged into the FBI server. 
 
    Whoever had deleted his cache was good at computers and they’d managed to cover their traces well. But they weren’t Linus Bowen, and they didn’t love puzzles as much as he did. Linus traced all of the breadcrumbs back to the source. Along the way, he discovered the same terminal had deleted three other ICE reports moments after Pauly Lopez’. They were gone, and he might never find out what they contained, but it helped him confirm that he was on the right track. 
 
    A smile spread across his face as he wrote down the location of the terminal. But Linus wasn’t done yet.  
 
    Finding out where this mysterious call had come from proved substantially more difficult. If whoever had called had used a burner phone it would have been impossible to track. 
 
    But they hadn’t.  
 
    And, eventually, Linus found the source of this call as well. 
 
    Fourteen minutes after Pauly Lopez’s order was signed and inputted into the system, as per the printout he’d managed to save, a call came into Michael Severson’s line at the Eagle Pass Border Crossing. Employment records revealed that, at the time, Michael Severson had been the Eagle Pass Border Crossing supervisor. Now, Michael Severson was the VP of all of ICE.  
 
    Again, working backward like unraveling a spool of yarn, and using cell phone data pings from the time of the call, he started narrowing in. 
 
    And it soon became obvious. When Linus finally identified the location that the call had been made from, his jaw fell open.  
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Linus quickly closed everything down, logged out, and reset his VPN. 
 
    Then he scrambled to grab his phone, his hand shaking so badly that he fumbled and knocked it off the desk. He picked it up and dialed Tate’s number. He knew he had very little time. 
 
    Very little time before they came from. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    The car was suffocatingly hot, so hot that it hurt to breathe, so hot that it felt like his skin was on fire. He wanted to cry out, he wanted to scream, he wanted to do everything he could just get the fuck out of the trunk. 
 
    But this was his only chance, his mother had said so.  
 
    This is your only chance for a better life, Roger. You stay here, and you’ll end up like a brothers. You stay here, and you’ll end up like Torres or Miguel. Or even worse, like Manny. 
 
    So, Roger didn’t shout, he didn’t open the trunk, he didn’t bang on it, he remained completely silent even as the car squealed to a stop. He even held his breath.  
 
    He could hear voices now. English, he knew, even though his English wasn’t great. And then he heard the driver, the man that his mother had given all of her life’s savings with the hope of getting him over them back. 
 
    The voices sounded angry. But when the car started up again, the boy felt his heart return to its normal rhythm. 
 
    They’d made. They made it through. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” 
 
    No don’t stop, he silently urged. Don’t stop, just keep driving. Don’t stop… 
 
    The car stopped again and there was more shouting, in English and Spanish now.  
 
    And then the boy heard the dreaded words, “Open the trunk.” 
 
    To his credit, the man tried to dissuade them doing just that. He tried both English and Spanish but before long, the trunk latch disengaged, and sunlight flooded in.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He felt like a caged animal held against his will, unable to move, unable to escape. Unable to do much of anything. 
 
    They were gonna send them back. 
 
    The big man in the uniform with the letters I-C-E on his back, the one poking is thumbs into his vest like he was John Wayne, had told him as much. 
 
    He was going to Mexico. 
 
    And then he would become what his mother feared most: another Torres or Miguel. 
 
    Or even worse, Manny. 
 
    But then something happened. The man came back, and he wasn’t smiling anymore.  
 
    “You, come with me,” the man said, pointing directly at Roger’s chest. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. Get up, come with me.” 
 
    “Acqui?” 
 
    The man refused to tell him where. He took him out of the cage and led him not to the front but down a long hallway with WANTED posters lining the walls.  
 
    He recognized some of them men from their pictures. 
 
    “Acqui?” he asked again, what the man still didn’t answer. They were outside now, making their way down a metal staircase and onto bleached concrete blocks.  
 
    A black man with a bald head glistening with sweat from the hot sun was leaning up against a fancy black car. 
 
    He nodded at the ICE officer who nodded back. They exchanged words in English that he didn’t understand. 
 
    Then the back door to the car opened and the black man gestured for him to come forward.  
 
    The boy had nothing to lose at this point. Something was wrong about this, something was very wrong, but that didn’t matter because he couldn’t go back. 
 
    “Hello, son. I want to give you a job.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He’d never seen a house like this. He’d never seen food like this, never seen people like this before. 
 
    In fact, Roger had never even seen clothes like the ones he was wearing now. Clothes that were soft to the touch, clothes that fit him perfectly. 
 
    And all he had to do was walk around with a silver tray and hand out little hors d’oeuvres? It was the easiest job ever. 
 
    Not only that, but they were going to pay him to do this? 
 
    It was a dream. But in his home country, they had a saying about dreams. 
 
    Dreams were only dreams until they became nightmares. 
 
    He walked around handing out the hors d’oeuvres and when he got tired, he went to the back room and ate some of them himself.  
 
    Later in the night, the black man came up to him in the kitchen. 
 
    “Stay here,” he instructed. 
 
    Roger didn’t know the black man’s name; he only knew that he had to do what the man told him to do if he wanted to be paid. If he didn’t, not only would he not get any money, but he might even be shipped back to Mexico. 
 
    By now, most of the guests had gone. There were just a few more of the older gentlemen left. They were drinking, drinking a lot, drinking out of crystal glasses that cost more than his house back in Chihuahua. 
 
    “Now, boy, do you want to make some real money?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The boy knelt and put a flower on the grave. 
 
    Duane had been the closest thing that Roger had to a friend on this side of the border. They looked out for each other because each other was all they had. They’d promised that once they had enough money, they’d all leave together, get out of Washington. Maybe go to Canada. Start a good life there.  
 
    He’d heard good things about Canada. 
 
    That’s what they promised each other and themselves, as they nursed their wounds and tried to relax after work. 
 
    But known of them ever did because they didn’t have bank accounts because they didn’t have anything. And once the money ran out, they had to go back. 
 
    And now Duane was dead.  
 
    As he placed the flower on the grave, he heard a voice. 
 
    He expected it to be the black man, but it wasn’t. It was woman. 
 
    And she had a gun. 
 
    They exchanged a few words and then Roger’s head exploded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Chase coughed, gagged, and then let go of the corpse’s arm. 
 
    It was too much.  
 
    It had been so long she’d experienced something so visceral that she almost collapsed.  
 
    But then Chase heard a shout from the hall and knew that time was up.  
 
    Chase clenched her fist and her nails dug into her palms. The pain brought her back. She was about to leave the room when she thought of something else. 
 
    Moving quickly, she scoured the room, searching for a pen and paper. She found both on a desk beside a bone saw. Chase broke the pen in half and then twisted the plastic insert back in front until that broke too. She spilled the ink onto the page and then pressed the cadaver’s thumb into it, using the cloth so that she didn’t make contact with his skin again. 
 
    Then she pressed his thump against the paper. 
 
    Satisfied that she’d gotten a half decent print, Chase shoved the locker closed, wincing when it banged loudly.  
 
    Chase pulled her cell phone out for show as she left the room, pretending to be engrossed by a message that wasn’t actually there. 
 
    She was within striking distance of the door leading to the main lobby when a woman in scrubbed stopped her. 
 
    “May I help you?”  
 
    “No, I’m fine, thanks.” Chase swerved around her and entered the lobby. Tate saw her immediately and stepped back, holding his hands up. 
 
    “You know what,” he said with, no accident at all, “forget about it, my brother’s not here.” The sudden change in attitude and his dropping of the accent added further confusion to the situation. 
 
    “What?” fish woman said, which was, evidently, the extent of her vocabulary. 
 
    Tate put his arm around her waist, and they practically ran outside.   
 
    “I think you’re right, Tate,” Chase said, still feeling the effects of her vision. 
 
    “What do you mean? Did you find the body?” 
 
    Chase took a deep shuddering breath and then turned her eyes to look directly at Tate Abernathy. 
 
    “Yeah, I found the body. But I think you’re right, I think… I think somebody’s getting these deported kids and doing something bad to them. I think the same thing happened to all of them; to Duane, to Roger, and to Pauly.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know, I was only half kidding about them taking these kids,” Tate said. They were back in a dingy diner, not the same one as the night before, but one closer to Virginia. This time they weren’t having coffee, either. They were having a beer. 
 
    Tate didn’t specify who the they was. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I think you’re right.” 
 
    “How could you know that by just looking at the body?” 
 
    Chase took a drink of her beer. She wanted to tell him; thought she owed him that much. Tate wanted nothing more than for her to be honest with him and Chase wanted to do that for him.  
 
    But what was she supposed to say? 
 
    I see through the eyes of the dead. 
 
    He’d think she was a psychopath. Correction, he’d think that she was more of a psychopath. 
 
    No, she couldn’t tell him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just…” 
 
    Chase let her sentence trail off and Tate looked down at his hand, which was wrapped around the neck of the beer bottle. The muscles in his forearm were tense.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He looked up and gave her a sad smile. 
 
    “It’s okay, I just want to find out what happened to these kids.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Tate took a huge breath. 
 
    “What if it’s true? Who has the power to do something like this? It’s been going for at least two years, and this is the first I’ve ever heard of anything like this.” 
 
    A sobering thought. 
 
    “I don’t know. The only thing I know is that there are more than three victims here. Maybe a lot more.”  
 
    Tate twisted his bottle with even more force. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Chase answered instantly. 
 
    “We dig. We dig and dig until we get to the source. Until we find out who’s behind this.” 
 
    Something flickered across Tate’s face: pride, perhaps. 
 
    But then his phone rang, and it was gone. 
 
    He showed it to Chase briefly, then answered. 
 
    It was Linus. 
 
    “Tate, we have to talk to. Remember what you asked me to look into?” 
 
    “Yeah, the call—” 
 
    “Not over the phone. Please. We have to meet.” 
 
    Tate was already on his feet and Chase was rising to meet him. 
 
    “Yeah, I can meet you. Where?” 
 
    “You know that video you saw me watching?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You know the background?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    And then the line went dead. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are we doing in a pool hall?” Chase asked. 
 
    “That’s a long, long story. Let’s just say, it’s the reason Linus owes me a favor.” 
 
    Racks Billiards was run down. At one point the circle parts of the lower case ‘a’s in the name were 8-balls, but now there were just empty holes. 
 
    R-cks Billi-rds. 
 
    “I’m going to hazard a guess here,” Chase said as they strode through the automatic doors, “that it has nothing to do with you beating Linus in a game of pool.”  
 
    “And you would be correct, m’lady.” 
 
    Racks reeked of cigarettes and alcohol. There was something worse underlying these scents, but Chase couldn’t place the smell. It was dim, the only lighting provided by bulbs covered in plastic green shields. 
 
    And it was almost empty.  
 
    A few people were smacking the balls around the tables but none of them were Linus. 
 
    They found him sitting in a booth near the back of the warehouse-like space. The man had a hoodie pulled so low that only his nose and mouth showed. 
 
    “Linus, that you?” Tate asked, leaning down to get a better look. 
 
    “Don’t use my name.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Not safe.” 
 
    “You’re being dramatic. There’s no one here.” Chase wasn’t sure she agreed with Tate. After all, she’d seen a man’s head explode in front of her face less than a day ago. “This is Chase, by the way.” 
 
    She saw the man in the hoodie tense. 
 
    “No names.” 
 
    Tate made a face and then slid into the booth beside Linus. Chase followed his lead and took up the residence opposite the man. 
 
    “What did you find?” Tate said under his breath.  
 
    Linus pulled the hood back a little bit so that he could get a good look at Chase. He must have been reassured by what he saw because he said, “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    Linus faced Tate. 
 
    “I couldn’t find out who deleted Pauly’s record only where it was deleted from. I also found out what phone was used to call Eagle Pass Border Crossing fourteen minutes after Pauly Lopez was set to be deported.” Linus dropped his hands beneath the table and pushed them into the center pocket of his sweatshirt. He retrieved four sheets of paper and unfolded them onto the table. 
 
    All three pages were deportation orders, but they all belonged to different people. Their resemblance to Duane Price, however, was uncanny. All thin, young Latino boys. The first was Diego Montoya, the second, Manuel Churro. The third, Pauly Lopez. The fourth, Roger Robledo. 
 
    Chase froze. 
 
    It was the kid who she’d seen killed in front of her. 
 
    It was the kid from the morgue.  
 
    “What the hell are these?” Chase said, suddenly finding it difficult to breathe. 
 
    “Deportation reports,” Linus remarked. 
 
    “Thanks,” Chase said, pursing her lips. “But why are you showing them to us?” 
 
    “When I was tracing the computer that deleted Duane Lopez’ records, I saw that three others had also been deleted at almost exactly the same time. I thought they were gone forever, but I found an old back up. Look at the dates.”  
 
    Chase sat up. 
 
    “Shit, Diego and Manuel were set to be deported on the exact same date as Paul Lopez. They all came over together.” 
 
    “Probably. Roger came over a year or so prior.” 
 
    “And now three of them are dead.” 
 
    Linus nodded. 
 
    “All but Manuel and Diego.” 
 
    Chase eyed Tate. He had a severe expression on his face.  
 
    She thought about the vision she’d had upon touching Roger’s corpse. These weren’t always  accurate, but some aspects of it rang true based on this new information. 
 
    “Linus, did you find out who deleted these records or who made the calls?” Tate asked. Now he was speaking in hushed tones. 
 
    The man’s hood moved back and forth. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. But I did find out which phone and which computer were used. Both are from the same person’s office.’ 
 
    “And whose office is that?” Tate asked. 
 
    Both he and Chase leaned in expectantly. 
 
    “Senator Chris Duffy’s.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Chase was floored. 
 
    Images came flooding back, horrible images, first of Emily Dawson lying dead on the filthy mattress, then a blur of Tim Jardine at the gas station, forcing Felix into the green Mitsubishi.  
 
    “What the fuck?” There were no spaces between the words.  
 
    “Are you sure?” She heard Tate ask Linus, but his voice sounded muffled as if he was speaking underwater. 
 
    “I’m sure. Like I said, I don’t know who actually made the call or who was using the computer but—” 
 
    Chase suddenly reached forward and grabbed the sheets of paper. She scanned them, then dropped Pauly’s page and kept the rest.  
 
    “Chase?” Tate said.  
 
    Chase tried to swallow, but there was a bolus in her throat. 
 
    “Look.” The word came out as a croak. 
 
    She shoved the papers at her partner, pointing at the name of the person who had signed at the bottom. 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    “What is it?” Linus asked. “Who’s Derek Madson?”  
 
    Tate clued him in. 
 
    “Derek Madsen is Duffy’s bodyguard. He was the one who shot Tim Jardine.” 
 
    Chase slumped in the booth. She inhaled deeply, relishing the pungent reek of tobacco smoke.  
 
    None of it made sense; the more they uncovered the more tangled the web became. 
 
    Tim Jardine. Paul Lopez. Duane Price. Roger Robledo. Manuel Churro. Diego Montoya. Chris Duffy. Derek Madison. Nathan Hayes. Emily Dawson. And Felix Adams. 
 
    Tate said something else, but once again she didn’t pick it up. Her partner placed his hand on top of hers.  
 
    “I was telling Linus that you took a fingerprint of the body in the morgue. You want him to look it up?” 
 
    “It’s Roger Robledo’s,” she said. But she produced the page with the fingerprint and handed it over. 
 
    “I’ll check, just to make sure. But I’m not going back to the office today. I think I covered my tracks, but you never know. I have some computers and software at my house. I’ll upload it from there.” 
 
    “What about the video?” Tate asked. “You said that you noticed something else?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s a painting on the wall and there’s something connected to Pauly’s arm—” 
 
    This Chase heard loud and clear. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I dunno. It looks like an IV or something. There’s also a mask.” 
 
    “A mask?” 
 
    The man was speaking in riddles now.  
 
    “I have it all on my home computer. Come by and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Chase got up. 
 
    “No, not now. Shit. Don’t follow me. Please.” He was terrified. 
 
    Should he be? 
 
    Was Linus in danger? Would whoever was behind this target an FBI director? 
 
    They’d targeted her and followed her, if what Hampton said was accurate. 
 
    But they’d let her go. 
 
    Once.  
 
    “Okay, sure.” 
 
    Linus got out of the booth and tugged his hood even lower. It was a miracle that he could even see where he was going. 
 
    “Thanks Linus,” Tate said. “I owe you one now.” 
 
    The man swallowed hard, his throat one of the few things that was still visible. 
 
    Chase found herself repeating Hampton’s words from the text she’d received earlier that morning. 
 
    “Stay safe.” 
 
    And then the man was gone. 
 
    “This is fucked up,” Tate said. “This is really fucked up.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. I could use something to drink.” 
 
    “Me too. Want to get out of this shit hole?” 
 
    Chase looked around and considered her options. 
 
    “No. This place is fine. This place will do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Linus drove around his block three times before parking half a street away from his house. He wasn’t sure if his actions were doing anything but draw more attention to himself—he hated fieldwork—but wasn’t sure what else to do.  
 
    His hands jammed into the front pocket of his sweatshirt and his head so low that he could barely see his feet on the sidewalk, Linus walked briskly past his house and stopped in front of his neighbors’ walkway. Linus glanced left and right, and when he saw no one, he sprinted to his front door. He used the code to gain entrance and once inside, deadbolted the door and attached the security chain.  
 
    Beneath his hood, he was soaked with sweat. 
 
    I like you Tate, he thought, but this is too much. I’m not cut out for this. 
 
    He pulled his hands out of his pocket, and in doing so, realized that he was still holding onto the sheet of paper with the fingerprint that Chase had given him. It was moist and he held it by the corner and made his way upstairs to his room. 
 
    Unlike the front door, which was locked via a number pad, his office door used fingerprint authentication. His thumb was so wet that it didn’t recognize it on the first try. He wiped it on his pants and tried again. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    Once inside, the RGB lights embedded in the crown molding automatically turned on. The music, also triggered by the motion sensor, started up from where it left off last night: T-Pain and Snoop Dogg. 
 
    The sound startled him. 
 
    “Music off.” 
 
    The speakers went silent.  
 
    Linus plopped into his computer chair and pulled up to his battle station. His setup, with two stacked ultrawide monitors, speakers mounted on specially designed footers, and a top-of-the-line computer rivalled what he had back in the tech department.  
 
    Beneath the sit-stand desk was a scanner and he placed the fingerprint on it. The image was transferred to his computer but before he ran it through the ICE database he double- then triple-checked that his VPN was operational. As expected, it was a positive match for Roger Robledo. He quickly saved the image and then logged out. All told, this took him under five minutes and Linus was fairly certain that he held his breath the entire time. 
 
    Then he listened. 
 
    The only sound was the faint whir of his computer. 
 
    Okay, you’re fine. You’re just being paranoid.  
 
    He reclined in his chair. 
 
    Oh, yeah? Then why did Chase say stay safe? If you’re— 
 
    Linus’ world was rocked by a thunderous boom from downstairs. 
 
    What the fuck was that? 
 
    It sounded like a small explosion. 
 
    Linus leaned forward and opened the program on his computer that linked to the security cameras mounted all around the house. 
 
    The front door camera was completely black. 
 
    Frantic now, Linus checked that it was operational. It was. Someone had covered it with something. 
 
    There was another bang, equally loud as the first. 
 
    The third and his front door exploded inward. 
 
    Panting like an overheating dog, Linus dropped to the floor and called Tate.  
 
    Please answer, please answer. 
 
    It went to voicemail. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    He called Tate again. 
 
    Whoever the people now mounting the stairs were, they weren’t here for his 20 or $30,000 worth of high-tech computer gear. 
 
    No, they were here for him. 
 
    This time, Linus left a message. 
 
    “They’re here, they’re here. Please, help me. Help—” 
 
    The door to his room rocked in its hinges and shook the rooms so violently that one of the speakers fell from its perch and ccrashed tothe ground.  
 
    Tears began to form in Linus’ eyes. 
 
    “Please, help me, Tate. Please.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Both Tate and Chase had their guns drawn as they approached Linus’s house. The front door was hanging open, askew on the hinges. 
 
    Tate went first, clearing the right side first. Chase followed, clearing the left.  
 
    A sound from the second floor alerted them to someone’s presence. They both pointed their guns and Linus ducked. 
 
    “Woah! They’re gone!” he shrieked. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Tate lowered his pistol, but Chase kept hers at the ready. 
 
    “I’ll check the kitchen.”  
 
    Tate instructed Linus to stay completely still. 
 
    Chase returned, shaking her head. 
 
    “I told you, they’re gone. The kicked in the front door in, but when they couldn’t into my room, they took off.” 
 
    “You sure?” Chase asked. 
 
    Linus nodded and he pointed to the corners where the walls met the ceiling. 
 
    “I saw them on the cameras. They left a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Chase debated going after them, but Tate shook his head. Still amped, they went upstairs.  
 
    Linus’ face was slick with sweat, and he was shaking violently. 
 
    “What happened?” Tate asked. 
 
    “I guess they figured out it was me who was tracing those calls back at Quantico.” 
 
    Chase couldn’t help but picture Roger again, moments before his head was blown apart.  
 
    “You see their faces at all?” 
 
    “No, they were wearing masks.” 
 
    The sound of a car screeching to a halt outside caused Chase to swing around with her gun. She lowered it when she saw Hampton hurrying up to them.  
 
    “As you guys okay?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re fine.” 
 
    The director cursed. 
 
    “I was speaking to Homeland when you called, Tate. Someone hacked into ICE.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Linus who was once again crouched down low.  
 
    “I was only doing what I —” 
 
    “They’re not saying officially who is responsible, but unofficially, they think it’s the Russians,” Hampton said. “All records have been deleted.” 
 
    “What?” Chase gasped. “The Russians? That’s bullshit.” 
 
    Hampton frowned. 
 
    “That’s what they’re saying.” 
 
    “That’s absolute bullshit. It wasn’t the Russians; it was our own god damn government. They’re trying to cover their tracks.” 
 
    Director Hampton set his jaw. 
 
    Based on their previous interactions, Chase knew that this meant the man likely agreed with her. 
 
    A lot of good that did.  
 
    “They’ll get the records back up, but it might take a few days.” 
 
    “They’ll get the records they want back up,” Chase corrected. “But I’m guessing that Paul Lopez, Duane Price, Manuel Churro, Diego Montoya, and Roger Robledo won’t be on there.” 
 
    Hampton couldn’t possibly know who all these kids were, but he didn’t challenge her or ask questions.  
 
    “Come here, I have something to show you,” Linus said, and they all headed upstairs.  
 
    It was no wonder that whoever had broken in couldn’t get into Linus’ office; the door was three inches thick. Not only that but it had a plate near the lock to prevent it from being forced open as well as a specialized kickplate on the inside that served the same purpose. 
 
    It was almost as if Linus had been expecting a break-in. 
 
     “You can’t be too careful,” Linus said, seeing Chase’s expression. 
 
    No, you can’t. Maybe Tate and I should invest in similar safety measures.  
 
    Linus indicated his computer. 
 
    “Look.” 
 
    Chase recognized the video on the screen. It was the one that Tate had found on Duane’s phone, only it was different. The video was lighter and didn’t bounce nearly as much.  
 
    He clicked play but Hampton suddenly backed out of the room. 
 
    “I can’t see this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tate demanded. 
 
    “I mean, this isn’t an official case, and I can’t see this.” 
 
    Chase put a hand on her hip. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m serious. But what I can do, is put a man, a man I trust outside the house. Watch the place twenty-four, seven. Make sure you’re safe, Linus.” It wasn’t much, but it was something. And Hampton wasn’t done yet. “I also put someone outside your place, Tate. Just in case. But I can’t keep you guys safe for long.” 
 
    “Keep us safe?” Chase questioned. “What have you done to keep us safe to this point? Linus isn’t an illegal alien from Mexico. He’s an FBI director for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    Again, that stoic face. 
 
    “If anyone comes back, they won’t get this far.” 
 
    Chase watched in amazement as Hampton turned and left. 
 
    When he was gone, she said, “What the hell was that about?” 
 
    “That was about Hampton trying his best to help us.” 
 
    Chase stepped into the hall and let her eyes drift to the splintered door frame at the entrance of the house. 
 
    “I don’t think his best is good enough, Tate. Not even close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “Drink this,” Chase said as she gave Linus the glass of ice water. His hand was still trembling as he brought it to his lips. 
 
    He swallowed greedily, spilling some of it down his chin. He swiped it with the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
    “I don’t do fieldwork,” the man said. And then he exhaled loudly. “Watch the video.”  
 
    “Let’s see the footage that you got from the intruders first,” Tate said. 
 
    Linus nodded and pulled up a quadrant of screens. One was marked as the front door, but that one was all black. The others were from the front hallway, the upstairs hallway, and finally, outside Linus’ office door. 
 
    Tate and Chase watched as the door buckled inward and then two men in ski masks entered, guns in hand. Linus was trying not to watch, but he tensed in perfect timing with the events on screen. 
 
    The two men went straight upstairs and started kicking at the door. They kicked a half dozen times but when it didn’t yield, the masked men looked at one another and then left. Tate kept the video playing and less than three minutes later he and Chase arrived. 
 
    “Jesus, we were so close,” he muttered. 
 
    “Yeah. So close,” Linus repeated. “Now watch the other video.” 
 
    Tate couldn’t find it at first and Linus was forced to pull it up. 
 
    This time, he watched along with them. 
 
    There were far more details now than the first time they’d seen it. The most striking thing was that they could now make out a tube of some sort coming out of Pauly’s arm. The other end appeared to be connected to some sort of machine. 
 
    “What is that?” Chase asked, moving closer. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Tate said. 
 
    “I don’t know either,” Linus said. “But it sorta looks like a dialysis machine that my dad had near the end.” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Dialysis machine. For filtering blood—” 
 
    “I know what a dialysis machine is. I meant, why is it hooked up to Pauly Lopez?” 
 
    “No clue. But look at his body.”  
 
    Chase did. 
 
    “Jesus, are those… welts?”  
 
    Pauly’s entire torso was covered in red and black marks. She hadn’t seen any of these before. 
 
    “That’s what they look like to me,” Tate said. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “What were they doing to the poor kid?” 
 
    Nobody answered Chase’s question this time. 
 
    “Did you see any of these marks on Roger’s body?” Tate asked Chase. 
 
    “I didn’t—I didn’t look at his body.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “There’s also what I think is a mask on the couch.” 
 
    Indeed, there was. It was very different from the ski masks that the intruders had worn. This one was white, with gold accents coming from the hollow eye holes.   
 
    “It looks like a ball mask,” Tate remarked. 
 
    “What the fuck have we gotten ourselves into, Tate?” 
 
    Again, no answer. 
 
    “What about the painting on the wall? Can we use it to try and figure out where this house might be?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Oh my god.” Chase covered her mouth. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase searched her pockets and pulled out the business card that she’d taken from Duane’s belongings. She had forgotten about it until now. 
 
    They both had. 
 
    She passed it to Linus who took it and turned it over.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Just look into the address.” 
 
    “Wait—the date,” Linus said. He right clicked the video and brought up the metadata. “Look, it’s the day after the video was taken. And it was recorded at one in the morning. This… this is probably an invite to the party!” 
 
    Chase waited for the man to do a Google search for the location. It was in Washington, D.C., but when they looked at the street view the place looked very different from the house in the video. The main issue was that the image from Google Street View was old and the building looked run down and abandoned. It was, however, grand. 
 
    “It could be the same place. Put a little lipstick on a pig,” Linus said. 
 
    Chase wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Who owns it?” Tate asked. 
 
    Linus performed a series of searches, opening and closing browser tabs so quickly that Chase couldn’t follow. 
 
    “A number company. No directors listed.” 
 
    “Is that even legal?” Chase said.  
 
    “Not usually but…” Linus typed some more. “Yeah, the director on the tax filings is another company. They’re doing an IRL VPN.” 
 
    Linus’ comment was met with blank stares.  
 
    “It’s an LLC that’s owned by a series of shell corporations, making it extremely difficult to find the actual owner. I can dig, though.” 
 
    “So, Duane and Pauly get invited to this party at this house,” Tate indicated the fancy business card, “and probably the others, too. Duane leaves, but Pauly stays behind. For some reason he goes back and captures the video of Pauly. Six months later, he dies of an overdose. Linus, are there any death records for Pauly Lopez?” 
 
    “That was one of the first things I checked. And no. No death records for any of them except for Pauly and now Roger, I guess.” 
 
    “We have all this and yet it still amounts to a whole lot of nothing,” Tate said. 
 
    Chase wasn’t so sure. They were getting closer; she could feel it. 
 
    There was one thing that didn’t quite fit. 
 
    “Can any of this be linked back to Senator Duffy?” 
 
    “Just the call and the computer terminal,” Linus said. 
 
    “So, nothing concrete.” 
 
    But maybe there was. 
 
    “This entire time, we’ve been assuming that Tim Jardine being shot by Duffy’s bodyguard was just a coincidence. What if it wasn’t?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Tate asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that maybe he went to Duffy on purpose. Maybe to help him or—” she almost said it. Or to give him my son. “Dean Jardine told me that his ‘fans’ wanted them to do videos with younger kids.” 
 
    Even this was difficult to say. Tate got the drift, though, and didn’t ask her to elaborate. 
 
    Chase wasn’t sure she could have even if she wanted to. 
 
    “Then why did Duffy’s bodyguard shoot him?” 
 
    “Too much heat. Didn’t want any loose ends.” 
 
    Tate rocked back and forth in quasi-agreement. 
 
    “Possible, I guess. Wait, I know that look, Chase. You want to go see Tim’s body, don’t you?” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “You’re going to… leave me?” Linus said. 
 
    “You can come with,” Chase offered. 
 
    “I don’t do field work.” 
 
    Chase considered their options. Hampton was going to station someone outside, but she still wasn’t sure she could trust him. 
 
    She’d since put her gun away but now she pulled it out and tried to pass it to Linus, handle first. 
 
    “I have my own.”  
 
    Linus ducked below his desk and used his thumb to open a large metal safe. Inside was a Glock. 
 
    “Why didn’t you pull that out when those guys broke in?” Tate asked, sounding incredulous. 
 
    “I… didn’t think of it.” 
 
    No, you are definitely not fit for field work. 
 
    She had to remind herself that while Linus was a director at the FBI training headquarters, he was in charge of the tech department. 
 
    “You know how to use that?” 
 
    Linus nodded. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Chase gave him a quick rundown just in case. 
 
    The man looked incredibly uncomfortable, but it was the best they could do if Linus wasn’t willing to come with them. 
 
    “Call me. Just call me if anything happens, okay?” Tate said. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Chase was surprised to find a car parked across the street. The man inside tipped his cap to them as they got into Tate’s ride. 
 
    Hampton’s guy was already there. 
 
    “He’s on our side, right? Hampton, I mean?” Chase asked once they were inside the car.  
 
    Tate didn’t answer, but unlike when the director Hampton remained silent, she wasn’t sure whether this constituted an affirmative or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    It took Chase twelve phone calls to find out where Tim Jardine’s body was being held—she kept getting the runaround. Eventually, someone revealed that the body had been commandeered by the ATF. 
 
    Commandeered.  
 
    That was the exact term that the low-level clerk at the Rosslyn coroner’s office had used. 
 
    “How fuck do you commandeer a body?” Chase asked as she hung up the phone. 
 
    “More importantly, why do you commandeer body?” 
 
    Both questions were of equal merit. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I have an idea of who might. Tate, plug your ears.” Chase called Peter Horowitz. 
 
    “Chase? Everything okay?” Peter sounded out of breath. 
 
    “Yeah, fine. Just had a question for you?” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tate’s grip on the wheel tighten. 
 
    “Of course.?” 
 
    “Why would the ATF commandeer a body.” 
 
    “Commandeer?” 
 
    The man’s tone suggested that he too thought this was a strange choice of words. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was told. I’m looking for Tim Jardine’s body, but apparently, the ATF has it. They’ve commandeered it.” 
 
    “I have no idea. Never once had that happened when I was working there.” 
 
    Tate grumbled something disparaging, but Chase ignored it. 
 
    “You think maybe has it some to do with the fact that he was shot and killed by US Senator?” 
 
    “Like I said, really don’t know. But Tim Jardine wasn’t shot by Duffy. He was shot by Duffy’s bodyguard.” 
 
    Chase was surprised that Peter knew this. He probably looked up the details of the case after the cemetery shooting. 
 
    “Thanks Peter.” 
 
    “You going to the ATF now?” 
 
    “Yeah. We want to see Jardine’s body.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call ahead. I still have some friends over there.” 
 
    “Thanks. Take care.” 
 
    Tate was staring at her accusingly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You think that was a good idea?” 
 
    Chase became defensive. 
 
    “It was the only idea.” 
 
    “Right. Well, if we got stonewalled, you’ll know why.” 
 
    “Give it a rest, Tate. I trust him.” 
 
    “Why? I mean, you don’t trust Hampton and you’ve known him for way longer than this guy.” 
 
    “I don’t trust Hampton because he told us to stay away. I don’t trust Hampton because this case involves people with power.” Tate raised an eyebrow and Chase realized the error in her logic. “You don’t trust Peter because you think he has a thing for me.” 
 
    “I don’t think. I know.” 
 
    “Do me a favor, Tate. Don’t let your feelings for me cloud your judgment of this case or any case for that matter.” 
 
    Chase said her piece and decided that was enough.  
 
    Tate did, too, evidently. 
 
    Unlike Homeland, the ATF headquarters was sleek, all glass and gleaming metal. It looked like something that belonged in a CSI: Miami episode and not smack dab in the center of Washington DC. 
 
    “Well, hell, I guess ATF is good business,” Tate said as he parked the car.  
 
    “Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms? This is the US, Tate. It isn’t just good business. It’s great business.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t we see the body? We’re the FBI.” Chase hated to pull rank but felt it necessary. “The assistant coroner in Rosslyn said it was shipped here.” 
 
    The mousy woman with horn-rimmed glasses and pimples at the corners of her mouth typed away the computer keyboard. The way that she stared at Chase as she did this was unsettling, to say the least.  
 
    “Well, I don’t why they would say that. But there is no Tim Jardine in the system. Maybe you should call this person back in Ross—whatever and double-check. We aren’t in the business of holding bodies here, anyway.”  
 
    “The body’s here,” Chase said. “Check again.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’ve already checked—” 
 
    Chase almost throttled the woman, shaking her so hard that all of the zits popped at once. her mouth popped out once. 
 
    Tate took over before she committed battery and Chase called Peter back. 
 
    “Peter, they’re giving the gears at ATF, saying that Tim’s body isn’t here. Anything can do?” 
 
    “I’ll try. Hold the line.” 
 
    She heard a click and then watched Tate do his magic. 
 
    He was flirting with the woman. He was charming and sarcastic but in a fun-loving way. 
 
    This made her uncomfortable. Not the flirting itself, she didn’t care about that, but the way that Tate was able to turn this on in a moment’s notice.  
 
    And she was buying it. Buying it hard, stopping just short of twirling her hair and giggling.  
 
    Peter came back on the line. 
 
    “Bad news, Chase. One of the guys in the lower levels told me that the body was incinerated. 
 
    Chase his eyes bulged. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he says that it was incinerated the day after it came in.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Even with illegals like Duane Price they waited fifteen days before cremating. Why would they burn Tim Jardine, a notorious rapist and serial killer, the day after it was brought in? Chase pressed the phone to her chest and walked over to the desk. “You have an incinerator here?”  
 
    The smile slid off the woman’s face. 
 
    “In the basement. It’s used to destroy contraband, that sort of thing.”  
 
    Chase put the phone to her ear. 
 
    “Did your guy say why it was incinerated?” 
 
    “Didn’t know. He was just following orders.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks Peter.” 
 
    Tate backed away from the desk and approached her. 
 
    “Did I hear that correctly? Tim Jardine was incinerated?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Nobody seems to know.” 
 
    “Agents?” It was the man from the cemetery, the one in the small suit. 
 
    “Maybe he does,” Tate whispered. 
 
    Yeah, the problem is getting him to tell us, Chase thought.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    “Oliver Thatch, Chief of Staff, ATF,” the man in the suit said, holding out his hand. Tate shook it. Chase declined. 
 
    “We’ve met.” 
 
    “Of course. Follow me to my office.” Oliver led them into a lavish office down the hall with a clear sight line to the front desk.  
 
    Why didn’t he come out when we first arrived? Chase wondered. Did he not see us or was it Peter’s call that forced him out?  
 
    “Now, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I want to see Tim Jardine’s body,” Chase said.  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Why’s that? Someone jump the gun and cremate him?” 
 
    Oliver didn’t seem to mind her harshness. 
 
    “They were having a problem over at Rosslyn Medical Examiner’s Office. Two break-ins, paparazzi most likely, trying to get a photo of Tim Jardine’s body. They didn’t want to deal with it, so they asked us to help. We obliged. As you probably know, we’re not equipped for long-term cadaver storage. The decision was made to cremate his body.” 
 
    “What about his personal effects?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Now those we have. You’re welcome to take a look at them, but there isn’t much to see. We have his wallet, car keys, and the outfit he was wearing when he was killed.” 
 
    Chase didn’t want those. She wanted to see Tim. She wanted to touch him and then spit on him.  
 
    “What about a cell phone?” 
 
    The man cocked his head and opened one eye slightly wider than the other. 
 
    “There was no cell phone on his body.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” The word just slipped out. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I said bullshit,” Chase said, doubling down. “He had his cell phone back at The Shack.”  
 
    “And he probably ditched it while he was on the run so that it couldn’t be traced.” 
 
    Chase swallowed another bullshit. 
 
    “Well, would you like to see Mr. Jardine’s effects?” 
 
    Mr. Jardine?  
 
    It was as if Oliver respected this man.  
 
    “No, I think we’re all good.” 
 
    Tate was ready to leave, but Chase wasn’t quite there yet. 
 
    “The kid at the cemetery, the one who was shot and killed… you called that an ‘isolated incident’?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Oliver appeared confused. 
 
    “John Doe wasn’t in any database, and we failed to link him to any other crimes.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Chase was about to say he was a friend of Duane Price but Tate expertly stopped her without looking too obvious. 
 
    “The timing just seems odd, is all.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The word was heavy with implication.  
 
    Chase wanted to throttle this man almost as much as the bitch at the front desk.   
 
    “Thank you for your time, Oliver,” Tate said. 
 
    Chase kept her mouth shut, spun, and left the room, with Tate following closely behind. 
 
    “I’m just really glad that nothing happened to you, Agent Adams,” Oliver said, and Chase’s next step faltered, just a little. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment they were outside the confines of the ATF, Chase pulled out her phone.”  
 
    “Who are you calling?” Tate asked. 
 
    Chase ignored him. 
 
    “Linus? It’s Chase. I need you to do something for me. I need to do it for me right away.” 
 
    “I was just about to call you up, actually. I found out—” 
 
    “Right now, Linus.” 
 
    The man clammed up. 
 
    “Go ahead. What do you need?” 
 
    “I need to look into Tim Jardine’s phone records. You think you could do that?” 
 
    Linus abused his keyboard then made a harumph sound.  
 
    “Nothing. I mean, I have his cell records, but he didn’t make calls, nor did he receive any, in the last six months.” 
 
    Chase cursed, look skyward. 
 
    “First, they cremate his body before we can look at it and now, they delete his phone records. I’m telling you, this wasn’t an accident. Tim was coming here, to Washington to meet up with Duffy.  
 
    Tate nodded but she got the feeling this was more of an indication that he’d heard what she’d said rather than being in complete agreement. 
 
    “Thanks, Linus.”  
 
    “Wait, I found something.” 
 
    “Hold on.” She put it on speaker as they hurried to Tate’s car. As Linus spoke, she turned her eyes up to the modern building with the glass windows. She saw a figure standing in the window, hands on his hips. Chase had no way of knowing for certain, but the boxy outline looked like Oliver Thatch.  
 
    And if it was him, she could guarantee that the man was smiling. 
 
    “Go ahead, here on speaker with Tate.” 
 
    “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think that Roger has a sister. Rosa Robledo, three years older than him. She was recently married, changed her last name to Alma. Lives in Washington.” 
 
    “Really? There have to be hundreds of Robledo’s in Mexico and Washington.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I bet you there was only one who was accepted as a US citizen the same day that the Deportation Order for Roger Robledo was filed.” 
 
    That was it. That sealed it, it was his sister. 
 
    Jeremy Stitts told her that he didn’t believe in coincidences. 
 
    Chase realized that she didn’t either. 
 
    “Give us the address, Linus, we’re heading there now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    PART IV - Rosa 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    Tate and Chase walked up to the front door of the one-level townhouse. While Tate knocked, Chase walked over to the bay window and cupped her hands. She placed them against the glass and peered inside. 
 
    The interior was clean, if a little crowded. Tchotchkes lined wooden bookshelves, there were ornamental crosses affixed to at least two walls, and a Mexican sombrero sat on a coffee table atop an oversized doily.  
 
    “Get away from my house!” 
 
    Chase was startled and she turned around. 
 
    Then she immediately put her hands up.  
 
    A woman stood on the sidewalk, feet spread. She had dark hair pulled into a severe ponytail, a broad nose, and thick eyebrows. 
 
    The resemblance to Roger Robledo was uncanny. This had to be Rosa Alma. 
 
    Clutched in her hands was what looked like an oversized can of spray paint. 
 
    Rosa noticed her gaze. 
 
    “This is bear spray. If you don’t move away from my window now, you will be sorry.” She had a slight Spanish accent. 
 
    “Easy! Easy!” Chase said. She did as the woman asked, stepping forward cautiously. Then she indicated Tate and herself. “We’re FBI Agents.” 
 
    Those thick eyebrows lowered over suspicious eyes. 
 
    “I’m here legally.” 
 
    Tate took control. 
 
    “We know. We just want to talk to you.” 
 
    “You have a warrant?” 
 
    For all of the reminders of her homeland inside the house, Rosa evidently loved American TV shows. 
 
    “No. No warrant.” Tate said. “Can I show you my badge?” 
 
    “You can tell me what this is about.”  
 
    Not once did Rosa lower the bottle of bear spray. 
 
    Chase had seen these bear sprays in action during a training video years ago in Seattle. They were vicious, shooting out a massive stream of toxic pepper spray. She knew what it did to a bear, she couldn’t imagine what it might do to a human. 
 
    “It’s about your Rosa,” Chase said quietly. “It’s about Roger.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted and while she still didn’t lower the can, Chase was happy to see her thumb move away from the trigger. 
 
    “Now, can we show you our badges?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t heard from him in two days,” Rosa said, pouring them all a glass of traditional Mexican coffee in tiny ornamental mugs. “He usually calls me every day. Is Roger… is Roger okay?” 
 
    Chase felt her stomach clench. 
 
    Telling someone that their loved one was dead never got easier. 
 
    In the end, she didn’t have to break the news. Rosa Alma saw it in her face. 
 
    She brought a small hand to her mouth and covered it. 
 
    “Oh, no, please… please, not Roger.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Rosa. I am. I—” 
 
    “Rosa, can you confirm that this is your brother,” Tate interrupted, producing the printout of Roger’s Deportation Order. He passed it to the woman, and she took it with a shaking hand. 
 
    And then she sobbed. 
 
    Tate took the paper back and tucked it out of sight. 
 
    “No…” she moaned. Tears flowed down her cheeks. She made no effort to wipe them away.  
 
    “I knew it,” she said in a soft, wet whisper. “I knew something happened to him.” 
 
    Chase steadied herself. 
 
    “Roger was shot yesterday,” she said flatly, wanting to make sure there was no misunderstanding. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Rosa wailed and there was nothing either of them could do but wait for this to pass. After a ten count, the woman’s expression hardened. 
 
    She sniffed aggressively. 
 
    “Who did this? It was them wasn’t it?” 
 
    Chase glanced at Tate. 
 
    “Them?” she asked. 
 
    “The people he worked for. I knew that the job was dangerous. He tried to tell me that it was safe, but I knew. I saw the bruises. Roger always tried to hide them from me, but I saw them. Roger… Roger was my little brother, you know? I was supposed to look after him. My mother told me to look after him. Who did this? Who did this?” 
 
    Chase resisted the urge to reach across and comfort the woman. 
 
    “We don’t know, Rosa. That’s what here trying to figure out.” 
 
    Chase recalled the vision she’d had back at the morgue.  
 
    It wasn’t accurate; Roger hadn’t been alone in the trunk. Rosa had been with her. 
 
    She knew this the way she knew that Rosa, despite her tears, was a hard woman. 
 
    A strong woman. 
 
    In time, she would get through this. 
 
    “You mentioned his work,” Tate said. “Anything you can tell us about it?” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. She reached for her coffee but when she noticed how her hand was shaking, she abandoned the idea. 
 
    “He didn’t talk about work.” 
 
    “Any idea what he did or who he worked for?” 
 
    Rosa started to shake her head and then stopped. 
 
    “I saw them once, two years ago. After…” 
 
    The woman’s eyes lifted, and Chase saw something other than sorrow in them now.  
 
    She saw fear. 
 
    “Rosa, we’re not with ICE. And as far as we’re concerned you are a US citizen. Nothing you say now will change. Nothing will change that,” Chase assured the woman. “All we want to do is find out what happened to him. That’s it.” 
 
    Rosa eyed her suspiciously and Chase knew that she had to do a better job of convincing her that she was safe. 
 
    Chase didn’t like bringing up her sister, especially while working a case. That was her personal life, this was work. But this was also one of the times when she thought it might be necessary.  
 
    They had to find a common ground, had to tell Rosa something to get her to trust them, to open up. 
 
    Chase leaned forward and rested her forearms on her thighs. 
 
    “My sister was murdered,” she said, her voice taking on an apathetic tone. “Shot and killed, just like Roger. I spent decades looking for her and when I finally found her, I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” This wasn’t exactly true, but, even now, even after all this time, it was too difficult for Chase to bring up memories of that day in the Butterfly Gardens. “I was so angry and did everything I could to find out who killed her and why. She deserved that much. I think Roger deserves that, too.”  
 
    Chase felt Tate’s eyes on her, but she didn’t look at him. 
 
    They waited for a response and eventually, it came in the form of a single nod. 
 
    Good enough for me. 
 
    “Roger worked for the people who got you two out of Eagle Pass, didn’t he?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Why don’t we start there.” 
 
    Rosa stared at her cup of untouched coffee. And then she started to speak. 
 
    “We tried to get into the US in the trunk of the car. My mom… she was worried that if we stayed in Mexico, something bad would happen to us. She gave this man all of our money and he promised to get us over the border.” 
 
    Chase winced at the irony. Something did happen to Roger, only it hadn’t happened in Mexico. It had happened here, in the supposed Land of the Free. 
 
    “Only, they found us and threw us in a jail cell. I thought we were going to get sent home and all I could think about was my mother’s face about how upset she would be. But then someone came to get me. Only, they didn’t send me home. They took me to a car, a black car, and Roger was inside with this old man. Roger told me to do exactly what they said and if I did, we would be safe.” Her voice hitched. “That we would be allowed to stay. He told me that he had a job, but that I didn’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “Roger worked the parties, didn’t he?” Tate asked. 
 
    Chase wished that he would slow down, that he would just let the woman speak. Now was the time to grieve. After they left, everything that happened here today, everything after they’d told her that Roger was dead would become a blur. She would begin to doubt the truth of their confession despite everything pointing to it being true. 
 
    “Yes. He told me about the parties.” 
 
    Chase reached into her pocket and pulled out the business card that they’d found hidden in Duane’s things. 
 
    She passed it to Rosa, who stared at it as she continued. 
 
    “I found one of these in the bathroom after one of Roger’s visits. I asked him about it, but he didn’t say much. Just that it was for work. I asked him what he did, how he could afford all the fancy clothes and the money he gave me every month. I thought he was into drugs, you know? And I told him that mama would be very upset with him. But he said it wasn’t like that. That it was a real job. And then he got angry.” She passed the card back.  
 
    “Did he say anything about what he did at the parties? Who attended? How often?” Tate probed. 
 
    “No. He didn’t like to talk about it. I asked him if that was where he got all the bruises and scars but then Roger got angry. Told me to mind my business. He said he was good at his job. That he always got invited to stay late. He was almost proud, you know? Said that the others didn’t get to stay late all the time like him. Oh… oh, God…” 
 
    Rosa broke down again, and this bought lasted longer than the first.  
 
    Chase and Tate waited patiently for it to pass, and eventually it did. 
 
    “Rosa, we just have a couple more questions.” 
 
    “Yes.” Rosa used the napkin beneath her coffee cup to wipe her face. 
 
    “Do you know any of your brother’s friends?” 
 
    “I don’t think he had too many friends.” 
 
    “Did he ever mention anyone? By name?” 
 
    “One time, when he came over for dinner with me and my husband, he said he was coming from the hospital. Someone he worked with was sick. Really sick.” 
 
    Chase exhaled. 
 
    “Did he say who? Did he mention their name.” 
 
    Rosa folded the napkin several times. 
 
    “Yes. He said his name was Manuel. Manuel Churro.” 
 
    Chase felt a shiver travel up her spine. 
 
    “Did Roger tell you which hospital? Did he say what was wrong with Manuel?” Tate asked. 
 
    Rosa’s dark eyes shot in his direction. 
 
    “No. We don’t talk about that.” 
 
    “If—” 
 
    “Rosa, if you think anything else, please call me.” Chase produced her own business card but instead of giving it to the grieving woman, she placed it on the coffee table. “We’re going to find out what happened to Roger. I promise.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Tate and Chase said nothing for a long time.  
 
    Then Chase opened up. 
 
    “They come here for a better life and what does Roger get for his trouble? A bullet in the head. A fucking bullet in the head by the very people who let them into this country.” 
 
    Tate sighed. 
 
    “What were they doing to them?” he asked almost absently. “What the hell were they doing to those kids at the party?” 
 
    Chase started to think about the welts on Pauly’s body, the dark spots that looked like burn marks. 
 
    Her respiratory rate increased building in concert with the anger that started to bubble up inside of her.  
 
    “We have to find Manuel,” Tate said. She heard him take out his phone and make a call, but she didn’t catch any of the details. 
 
    We’re going to find out what happened to Roger. I promise.  
 
    Making promises to victims went against everything she’d been taught. It gave them false hope; most murders in the US were never solved. 
 
    But, then again, most murders weren’t investigated by Chase Adams. 
 
    “I found him,” Tate said, hanging up the phone and starting the car. “I found Manuel Churro.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Sick’ was a massive understatement, not that Rosa would have known that.  
 
    Manuel Churro was dying. He was suffering from end-stage liver failure from Hepatitis C. 
 
    The boy was waifish, his skin translucent, his eyes almost non-existent in sunken pits. 
 
    According to the Deportation Order, Manuel had just had his fifteenth birthday two months ago.  
 
    Looking at him now, Chase would’ve assumed the man was in his late 40s, maybe even early 50s. 
 
    He was hooked up to a ventilator, one that clicked and hissed every few seconds when it inflated his lungs.  
 
    Both Tate and Chase came to the same conclusion: the myriad of medical equipment that he was hooked up to was designed to prolong his life, not improve it. 
 
    They were well beyond that now.  
 
    The nurse who led them to the boy’s room had no qualms about them visiting—she actually encouraged it, stating that the only person who ever visited, a boy about Manuel’s age, hadn’t come in a few days. 
 
    That had to have been Roger. 
 
    And he wasn’t going to come again. 
 
    After checking one of several IV bags that Manuel was hooked up to, the nurse turned to them and said, “You can talk to him if you want. I’m afraid he won’t be able to talk back, but he’s listening. Don’t be scared.”  
 
    Chase wasn’t scared, she was just sad. 
 
    “Manny?” She wasn’t sure why she’d used the short form of the man’s name. Chase was trying, and failing, to keep this impersonal. Usually, she was so good at compartmentalizing. But this case… and what happened to Felix… it had changed her. 
 
    “Manuel?” Tate said. 
 
    The boy’s eyes opened, and he looked not at Tate, who had spoken last, but at Chase.  
 
    Even if he had the capacity for speech, it simply wasn’t possible with the tube that was shoved down his throat.  
 
    “My name’s Chase Adams and I’m with the FBI. We’re…” she paused. Fuck it. “Roger’s dead. He was killed.” Manny’s eyes didn’t change. “We’re trying to find out what happened to him, and we think you might be able to help.”  
 
    Manny’s bony hand started to move, and Chase watched with something akin to fascination.  
 
    It was Tate who figured out that he was trying to grab a pad of paper and a pen on the side table. 
 
    He got it for the boy and handed it to him. 
 
    The boy didn’t look down as he scratched a single word: HOW. 
 
    Chase felt all the muscles in her neck tighten. 
 
    “He was shot and killed. That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    They waited as Manny put pen to paper again. 
 
    Another word: PARTY. 
 
    “What about the parties?” 
 
    Nothing this time. 
 
    “We know that you worked the parties with Roger. Also, with Duane and Pauly. But we need to know who else was at these parties. Who were the guests, Manny?” 
 
    Manny started to write something then scratched it out before starting again. 
 
    Chase picked up the pad and showed it to Tate. 
 
    EVERYONE. 
 
    Chase pulled out her phone and pulled up a recent news article. She zoomed into the accompanying photograph and showed it to Manny. 
 
    “Was he there? Was this man ever at one of these parties?” 
 
    Manny didn’t write. Didn’t move.  
 
    “His name is Tim. Tim Jardine. Have you ever seen him before?” 
 
    Chase watched the boy’s sickly face closely for a reaction. 
 
    There was none. 
 
    She pulled up another photo, this time of Senator Chris Duffy. 
 
    “What about this man?” 
 
    Chase thought he nodded but waited until the boy was done writing before passing judgment. 
 
    MASK. 
 
    She remembered the video of Pauly dead on the couch and the mask lying beside him. 
 
    “Yes, they wear masks, I know. But did you see him?” 
 
    No reaction this time.  
 
    “Manuel, can you tell us what happens at these parties?” Tate asked. 
 
    Manny shook his head. 
 
    “How did you get all the bruises? Did they do that to you guys at the party?”  
 
    Manny’s hand was slowing now, the pressure on the pen so light that it was difficult to read what he wrote. 
 
    AFTER. 
 
    “After what?” Chase asked desperately. “They hurt you after what?” 
 
    Manny’s eyes closed. 
 
    “Manny? Manny!” 
 
    His breathing slowed. 
 
    The machine clicked, hissed. 
 
    “Manny!” 
 
    Tate came over to Chase and pulled her away from the hospital bed. 
 
    “Manny!” 
 
    “Let him sleep,” Tate said. Chase wanted to shake Manny, to wake him up. To get him to talk.  
 
    Tate wouldn’t let her. 
 
    They slowly backed out of the room, but Chase never took her eyes off the boy. Just as the door started to close her eyes landed on the paper that Manny had been using to communicate. 
 
    The pen had moved from the end of the ‘R’ in AFTER to higher up.  
 
    It rested on the word ‘PARTY’. 
 
    “The after-party,” Chase whispered. “They did this to them at the after-party.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    “They’re doing something to these boys at the after-party,” Chase said. 
 
    They were back at Linus’ house, standing in his office. Tate was by the window peering out at the man stationed in his car below. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Linus said. “The video that Duane took was time-coded after one in the morning.” 
 
    “How the fuck does a fifteen-year-old kid contract Hep C?” she asked, picturing Manny’s emaciated form on the hospital bed. 
 
    “Duane’s official cause of death was opioid overdose,” Tate remarked. He was still staring out the window. 
 
    “No, they weren’t addicts.” 
 
    “Maybe this has something to do with it?” Linus brought a still from Duane’s video, which clearly showed a tube running into the inner part of his elbow. 
 
    “You’re right. You know, if we find out who else has Hep C, we might be able to trace this back to them.” 
 
    Linus’ face screwed up. 
 
    “Civilian hospital records I can usually get into.” He didn’t need to say the rest; it was implied. 
 
    Civilian hospital records were easy to access, but those belonging to government agents, especially those higher up the command, weren’t. 
 
    And it made sense. 
 
    Revealing that a presidential candidate had dementia would be a deathblow. 
 
    It would also be devastating for a Senator seeking reelection or reappointment. 
 
    “Shit,” Chase grumbled. 
 
    Something occurred to her. 
 
    “What about a private bodyguard firm? They’re civilians, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” Linus answered. 
 
    “I want you to look into Derek Madson. Let’s see if he’s been feeling under the weather lately. Any luck on nailing down who actually owns that house from the back of the business card?” 
 
    “I’m fourteen shell corporations deep.” 
 
    This didn’t answer her question, so Chase waited. 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe cross-reference his name with the LLC, too.” 
 
    “What about Tim Jardine’s phone records? Any update with those?” Tate asked. 
 
    “No. They’re gone. I’m afraid whoever wiped them did a bunch better job than those responsible for deleting the Deportation Orders.” 
 
    “Or maybe they’re the same person, only they were more careful this time.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Linus admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “What about his bank accounts? We know that he made a lot of money from those videos,” Tate said. “Can you try and trace the deposits? See if we can link these to Duffy somehow?” 
 
    Linus ran a hand through his hair, rendering the uneven strands even more messy. 
 
    “You really think that US Senator is somehow behind these murders?” he asked. 
 
    Chase didn’t understand the man’s incredulity. 
 
    “I really didn’t think that a British Prince would help set up a private island to facilitate pedophiles and sex-trafficking. But that happened.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll dive deep into Tim’s financial, but I’ll warn you in advance, if the payments involved crypto, which they probably did, then even I won’t be able to find anything.” 
 
    “How about the business card?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Did an image search, couldn’t find a match to the logo anywhere. But I did notice something else from the video. Not sure it means anything, but…” Linus loaded the video and zoomed into the painting on the wall. “See there? At the bottom?” 
 
    Chase squinted. There appeared to be a white card that wasn’t part of the work of art, but she couldn’t make out what it said.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure it says SOLD. It got me thinking, if these are rich people at this party, then maybe there’s a record of an expensive painting being sold around the time of the party.” 
 
    Chase leaned forward expectantly. Despite Linus’ best efforts, the painting was still blurry. Best she could guess based on the colors, it was some sort of landscape. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And nothing. I couldn’t find any record of this painting, or anything like it, being sold at all.” 
 
    “That’s weird, right?” Chase asked. “I mean, these are powerful people, rich people. You’d think they’d be snatching up Rembrandts or something. Even if the auction is just a front, wouldn’t they want to make it look legit?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too. But I can’t find this painting anywhere. Did an AI image search, still nothing. I even did a deep dive into stolen works but came up empty.” 
 
    Great, another dead end. 
 
    Chase rubbed her eyes. She was tired.  
 
    “You guys hungry? Want to get something to eat?” Tate seemed to read her mind. 
 
    In addition to being tired, Chase was also hungry. Often, when embedded in a case as deeply as this, she forgot to eat. 
 
    “I’m good. Living off Gfuel and Redbull,” Linus said. 
 
    “I could eat.” 
 
    “We should pick up something and relieve Marguerite,” Tate suggested. Chase didn’t want to take a break but knew it was probably in all of their best interests. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What do you feel like?”  
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Thai?” 
 
    “Not sure I’ve ever had it. What do you order?” 
 
    “One of everything, that’s what I do,” Linus said, rolling his chair beneath the desk. 
 
    “Then one of everything it is. Linus, you going to be okay here? The car is still there but if you want to come with us, you’re more than welcome,” Tate said. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ve got trusty ol’ Betsy here.” He tapped the gun on his desk. 
 
    “You named your gun?” Chase asked. 
 
    Linus shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t all you field agents do that?” 
 
    “No,” Chase chuckled. “No, we don’t. Keep in touch, Linus.” 
 
    She almost said stay safe but caught herself at the last moment.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Georgina leaped from the table and ran to the sink. 
 
    “What?” Chase shouted, also rocketing to her feet. 
 
    Her niece turned on the tap and opened wide, allowing the stream to flow freely into her mouth. 
 
    “So spicy,” Georgina said between breaths. “So spicy.” 
 
    Chase relaxed. 
 
    “What’s so spicy?” she asked. 
 
    “I tried Marguerite’s Gaeng Pa or whatever it’s called and it’s soooo spicy!” Georgina put her mouth beneath the tap again. 
 
    Tate was laughing now, as was Rachel. Chase joined in leaving only Marguerite to stare at the food on her plate.  
 
    “Not funny,” Georgina said, still swallowing heavily. “Not funny.” 
 
    Chase sat back down and sipped her wine.  
 
    “Let me try,” Tate said, gesturing toward Marguerite’s plate. 
 
    “No, Tate, you shouldn’t. It’s so hot,” Georgina warned.  
 
    “I gotta try it. It can’t possibly be that spicy.” 
 
    “I got medium,” Marguerite said, still confused as to what the big deal was. 
 
    “Dad, you think that garlic is spicy,” Rachel said. 
 
    “That sounds like a challenge to me. Marguerite, do you mind if have a little taste of your Gaeng Pa? 
 
    “It’s not spicy.”  
 
    Tate reached out and speared a piece of eggplant out of Marguerite’s bowl. Then he made a show of it, squinting one eye, turning the eggplant over. Sniffing it. 
 
    Tate plugged his nose and put the eggplant in his mouth. He chewed twice and swallowed. 
 
    “See? Not spicy?” 
 
    Everyone just stared at Tate and waited. 
 
    Within seconds, his cheeks started to flush. 
 
    “Nope, not spicy.” 
 
    Sweat started to bead on his forehead. 
 
    And then Tate broke!” 
 
    “Wow, that’s hot.” He grabbed his wine and finished in three gulps. 
 
    This apparently did nothing to ease the burn, because he was suddenly on his feet and rushing to the sink. Georgina stepped back and he ducked under the tap and slurped loudly.  
 
    Chase laughed. She laughed so hard that tears started to spill down her cheeks.  
 
    Tate lifted his head out of the sink. He too was crying but for a very different reason.  
 
    “You think this is funny, Chase?” he asked between sniffs. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “I think it’s hilarious.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Georgina and Rachel said in unison. 
 
    “Well, it’s not. This should be illegal. In fact, I’m going to take this here FBI badge,” he actually removed his badge, “and head right down the restaurant and arrest everyone who works there.”  
 
    Marguerite used her chopsticks to grab a huge portion of her dish. She put it in her mouth and then shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not that spicy.” 
 
    And this brought about another bout of raucous laughter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you ever feel guilty?” Chase asked as she began washing the wine glasses. Marguerite had since gone home and Rachel and Georgina were in bed, reading stories to one another. 
 
    “About?” Tate asked. 
 
    Chase finished washing the glass, rinsed it, and handed it to Tate who dried it. 
 
    “About this,” Chase said. 
 
    “About doing the dishes?” 
 
    “No, you dork, not about doing the dishes.”  
 
    Chase passed him another glass. 
 
    “About what? Eating spicy food? I mean, I regret it now, and I’m gonna regret a second time in the morning, but don’t feel guilty about it.” 
 
    “Gross.”  
 
    Chase was hesitant to elaborate for fear of breaking the strange spell that had come over them ever since stepping through the door. 
 
    But she was in a sharing mood.  
 
    “I mean about this, about eating dinner with the family, laughing, joking, having a glass of wine.” 
 
    “You mean about being normal?” 
 
    That’s exactly what Chase meant. 
 
    “Yeah, do you ever feel guilty about being normal? After all the things we’ve see, all of the death and violence, it just doesn’t seem to be able to come home and be normal.”  
 
    Tate considered her words carefully before answering. 
 
    “I don’t know if what we have is normal, Chase. But if you’re asking me if it’s okay for us to take a moment, a meal off and just have a little fun? I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s okay. I think it’s necessary. I think that if we don’t have these moments, then we can get lost. The way I look at it? We spend so much of our time investigating death that we can forget to live a little.”  
 
    Chase wasn’t sure how to react. 
 
    This made sense, almost too much sense.  
 
    She reached out and hugged Tate, hugged him tightly around the waist. With her head against his chest, she listened to his heartbeat. 
 
    “There are many things that I feel guilty for, Chase. But this isn’t one of them.” He paused. “I love you.” 
 
    Chase looked up and when he leaned down to kiss her on the lips, she kissed him back. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    And then she howled. 
 
    Tate’s lips were still so spicy that it made her mouth tingle. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “You’re phone’s ringing. Chase, your phone’s ringing.” 
 
    Chase rolled over. 
 
    “Chase, your phone.” 
 
    One more elbow to the ribs and Chase reluctantly opened her eyes. 
 
    “What?” she said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What time is it?” 
 
    “5:45. Your phone’s been ringing off the hook for the last twenty minutes. The number is not in your contacts. I wasn’t sure if I—”  
 
    Chase shambled for her phone. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Agent Adams?” 
 
    Even half asleep, she immediately recognized the accent.  
 
    “Rosa?” 
 
    She sat up so suddenly that she nearly cracked heads with Tate.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Rosa sobbed. “He’s dead, they killed them. The killed him just like they killed Roger.” 
 
    “Slow down, Rosa. Who’s dead?” 
 
    “Manny. Manny’s dead. They called me this morning. They told me he died in his sleep, that was the disease took him.” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and saw Manny lying on the bed, his body so frail and weak that he could barely hold the pen. 
 
    AFTER… 
 
    “Rosa, I went to go see Manny yesterday. He was very ill.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Rosa shouted. “They killed him just like they killed Roger!” Chase heard someone speaking in the background. “No, I won’t stop. They killed him!” 
 
    “Rosa, who’s there with you?” 
 
    “My husband. He didn’t want me to call you, he’s scared. He’s scared because he thinks whoever killed Roger and Manny—I know they killed him—is going to come for me next. But I don’t care. I hope they come. I have something for them if they do.” 
 
    Chase saw the can of bear spray in her mind. A formidable weapon, no doubt. But you don’t bring bear spray to a sniper fight. 
 
    “Rosa, I don’t think that whoever killed your brother had anything to do with Manny’s death. He was sick. Very sick.” 
 
    “No—no, don’t try to take the phone from me! I don’t care. What else can they do to me? They already killed my brother...” 
 
    Chase snapped her fingers and even thought Tate was only privy to half of the conversation, the man knew exactly what she wanted.  
 
    Was it possible that someone got to Manny? It would have been much easier to snuff him out than it had been Roger. 
 
    Was it them tying up more loose ends? 
 
    “Please, tell me what I need to do.” Rosa was practically begging now. “Tell me how I can help.” 
 
    “I’m going to have somebody come to you and make sure that you are okay. But, Rosa, there is nothing you can do. Just stay with your husband. It helps to be around loved ones at a time like this.”  
 
    “But how can I help? I’m sick of sitting around doing nothing. I did nothing when we came over the border, I did nothing when Roger made the deal to get us out of prison, and this is where it got us. I won’t do nothing anymore.” 
 
    Chase understood the woman’s plight—it was how she felt most of the time. Chase could also sense Rosa’s conviction. And it worried her. 
 
    When things got dark for Chase, she trended toward poor decisions. Dangerous decisions.  
 
    Telling this woman to sit on her hands wouldn’t work. 
 
    Rosa, like her, was a doer. 
 
    And that worried Chase. 
 
    “Rosa, give me half an hour, okay? You give me half an hour, stay home, and I promise, I’ll come back with something that you can do to help. Can you do that?” 
 
    Rosa paused. 
 
    “Half an hour, but I won’t sit around and do nothing forever, Agent Adams. I won’t.” 
 
    “I know,” Chase said. “I know.” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone the same time that Tate hung up his. 
 
    “I left a message for Hampton, asking to have someone watch over Rosa.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, swinging her leg over the side of the bed and starting to rise. “I’m going to shower, get ready.” 
 
    Everything that had happened last night, all the good times, all the laughter, all the love, seem to be gone now. It was odd how the haze of something good lasted so much shorter than a mere smudge of something bad. 
 
    But this was real life, her life, and she needed to get back to it. 
 
    “Get ready for what?” 
 
    “To see Linus,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “Chase, it’s not even six, yet.” 
 
    She looked at the chair in the corner of the room. It was still grooved from where Tate had sat in it all night. 
 
    “So, what? You never sleep. And with all the Redbulls that Linus drank yesterday, I bet he didn’t sleep either.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    Chase was right. 
 
    Linus hadn’t slept. They could tell the moment they stepped through the front door, which they were happy to see had been repaired, albeit hastily.  
 
    His eyes were bloodshot, and a disturbing paste had built up at the corners of his mouth. If Chase hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was on something much stronger than just caffeine. 
 
    “Oh, wow, you’re here. That’s great. I’ve got something to show you.” The man was speaking at a rapid clip. “Come into my office.” 
 
    There were energy drink cans littered all over the floor. 
 
    “Okay, so, Tim Jardine’s financials didn’t reveal anything—crypto, like I said—but while I was searching, I started thinking. You guys are convinced that Senator Duffy is involved so I looked into his financials, too. Wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. And I didn’t find anything. Probably has overseas accounts or something that I can’t access.” Chase couldn’t stop looking at the tacky white strings that connected Linus’ upper and lower lip. It was disgusting. “Buuuut I did find out that he has a regular transaction every week, same bat time, same bat date. He goes every Thursday to St. Thomas’ a very chichi club in Washington. I’m talking mad exclusive. Creme de la creme type shit. And this payment goes directly to a numbered company.” 
 
    “The same numbered company that owns the building that we think hosted the party that Pauly died at,” Chase finished for him. 
 
    Linus snapped his fingers and pointed.  
 
    “Exactly. Now, it was a direct deposit and there were, like, ten reroutes but… yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “So, who the hell owns St. Thomas’ club?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Oh, that I don’t know. Still looking. But I bet that it’s someone he meets with them there. And if not, well, you know what they say, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re using that right,” Chase said. 
 
    “What I mean, is that this place is so exclusive that if you wanted to plan a party, this is probably where you would do it.” 
 
    It was a stretch, but it wasn’t nothing. 
 
    “Do you have a list of members?” 
 
    “No. If one exists, I can’t find it. It’s that exclusive.” 
 
    “Okay, but you said he goes there Thursdays?” 
 
    “Yes. Today.” 
 
    “What are the chances that we can get in there and find out who Duffy is meeting with?” Chase asked. 
 
    Linus answered immediately. 
 
    “Zero.” 
 
    “What do you mean, zero?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s very exclusive. You can’t just walk in there. Impossible.”  
 
    “What if Hampton—” 
 
    Linus cut her off. 
 
    “Not even Hampton can get in there.” 
 
    Chase was dejected. 
 
    “So, what good is this, then, if we can’t get inside and we don’t know who’s a member?” 
 
    Linus’ eyes darted. 
 
    “I dunno, I just thought that maybe it was helpful.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate your work, but it’s—” 
 
    “I might have a workaround,” Tate said slowly. “You can’t find a list of members, but what about a list of employees? Cooks, servants, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Hmm… let me check.” 
 
    As he searched, Chase addressed Tate. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking, that if there’s no way you and I can get in, not through the front doors, anyway, someone else might be able to sneak in through the back. If we can leverage someone on the wait staff, maybe—” 
 
    “Rosa,” Chase said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay, got it,” Linus exclaimed proudly. “I have a list of all current employees.” 
 
    Chase looked at the screen. 
 
    “I think maybe you should get some sleep, Linus. That’s just random numbers.” 
 
    “No, not random numbers. Social security numbers. Just another layer of security. They don’t include names. But if I cross reference this list with IRS tax filings… bingo.” 
 
    Linus did some cutting and pasting and now names appeared next to all the numbers. 
 
    Except for one. 
 
    “What’s that one?” 
 
    “That is a numbers corp and I bet… yes! I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Believe what? Linus, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Chase said, growing frustrated. 
 
    “That’s the missing link in the chain. Wait… wait…” His fingers danced across the keyboard. “EPS—Elite Protection Services that’s the name of the numbers company. It all connects. They’re hired by St. Thomas’ but they’re also part of the chain of corporations that owns the house that Pauly died in.” 
 
    “The house we think he died in,” Tate corrected. 
 
    “Sure. But get this, the same group also owns St. Thomas’.” 
 
    “Wait, so they’re paying themselves?” 
 
    “Yeah, not that uncommon. You know how small businesses hire their kids even though they don’t do anything?” Linus asked. 
 
    “Yeah, to lower their taxes,” Tate said. 
 
    “That’s like this, but on a much bigger scale. They’re all connected. But none of these companies have a name except for EPS.” 
 
    “And what is EPS?” 
 
    Linus typed some more, and a homepage appeared on his screen. 
 
    ELITE PROTECTION SERVICES—Discrete, private protection for all your needs.  
 
    And there, in the corner was the picture of a man Chase recognized. 
 
    “Derek Madson, Duffy’s security guard,” she said out loud. “I knew he was involved.” 
 
    “Let’s slow down here. We don’t know that Derek or Duffy are involved in anything other than probably some very minor tax evasion. They own a security business, an exclusive club, and some property. That doesn’t scream murder or link them in any way to the work that ICE was doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it connects them. Not ICE, but all the rest,” Linus said. 
 
    Chase wanted to be excited about this and commended the man for his work, but Tate was right. It was no smoking gun. 
 
    “We have to get inside. We have to see who Duffy’s meeting with there.” 
 
    Tate sucked his bottom lip. 
 
    “Linus, can you cross reference the social insurance numbers of the St. Thomas employees with criminal records?” 
 
    “Sure. It’ll make it easier if you tell me what you’re looking for.” 
 
    Tate said a single word. 
 
    “Leverage.” 
 
    Once more, Linus attacked the keyboard. 
 
    Within minutes, he’d found exactly what they were looking for. 
 
    The kitchen manager, a man named Tory Stewart, had two past offenses for possession of a controlled substance. And he was currently on probation. 
 
    Tate tapped the man’s name. 
 
    “That’s our guy. That’s our way inside.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    Tory Stewart looked exactly how Chase expected someone with a drug problem who worked as a kitchen manager at an exclusive club would look. 
 
    Man bun, well-groomed, but grimy beneath a shiny exterior.  
 
    And he smoked like a chimney. 
 
    “I told you guys I don’t do field work,” Linus grumbled in the backseat. 
 
    “I know,” Tate said, “I know. But you don’t actually have to say anything. Just do exactly what we said. When we give you the cue, you hold out the container. That’s it.” 
 
    “But what if he asks to look at my ID? Like, really look at it?”[PL1] 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “But what if he does?” 
 
    “Then I’ll hit him,” Tate said, only half serious. “But he won’t, Linus. Trust me.” 
 
    They were parked in an alley adjacent to St. Thomas’, which was far more impressive in person. And they couldn’t overlook the similarities between the unabashed opulence of this place to the interior of the house that they’d seen on Duane’s video. 
 
    Before Linus could change his mind, they got out of the car and approached the man sucking on the cigarette. 
 
    “Tory,” Tate said, in his now familiar authoritative tone. “Hey, Tory!”  
 
    Tate flashed his bag. The ex-con took one look at it and then immediately started planning his escape. There wasn’t one. They had him cornered.  
 
    “Agent Abernathy, FBI.” 
 
    “I got nothing to say. I’m at work here.” Tory took another drag. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought as much. But you’re on probation, my good friend. And this here is Officer Bowen. Your regular parole officer couldn’t make it today, but I thought… you know what? Today is a perfect day for a random piss test.”  
 
    As predicted, the mention of a piss test got Tory’s attention.  
 
    “I’m not scheduled for a drug test until next week.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s why this is a random test. Don’t act dumb. It’s one of the conditions of your parole.” 
 
    Tate gave Linus a deliberate nod.  
 
    The cue. 
 
    For all his griping, Linus played his part perfectly. He pulled the empty Tupperware that was designed to hold salad dressing out of his pocket. 
 
    “You’ve got two options, Tory. You can piss in this here cup.” 
 
    Tory waited until the suspense got to him. 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or you can tell me which one of your servers called in sick today.” 
 
    “Sick?” Tory’s eyes clouded over. “Nobody called in sick.” 
 
    “In that case, you’re going to tell them to take the day off.” 
 
    Tate had been right about something else, too. 
 
    Tory wasn’t stupid. 
 
    He caught on quickly. 
 
    “And, let me guess, you’re going to provide me with a replacement.”  
 
    Tate clapped his hands together. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Tory finished his smoke and lit another. 
 
    “Well, what it’ll be? A little tinkle or a little phone call?” 
 
    “No cameras, no cell phone. No audio devices.” 
 
    “You’re not in a position to make demands, Tory.” 
 
    “Nobody records in there. I don’t care if you’re the president. Nobody records.” 
 
    Chase didn’t like this. But they could only push so hard. Even a cornered animal who was outnumbered would eventually lash out. 
 
    “Deal,” Tate said. 
 
    “Normally, all employees are heavily vetted but we’ve had a hard time as of late getting staff. If one of my girls calls in sick, then this…” 
 
    “Rosa.” 
 
    “…then Rosa might have to fill in on an emergency basis.” 
 
    “Works for me. That work for you, Officer Bowen?” 
 
    Being called upon a second time wasn’t part of the plan and Linus stumbled. 
 
    “I mean, y-yeah.” 
 
    Tory sneered. 
 
    “One more thing, Mr. Stewart,” Tate said quickly, redirecting the attention to him. “If you tell anyone about this meeting we’re having, if you so much as mention it, I will have your regular PO come visit you. Not just today. Not just tomorrow. But every day. Every single day. I will pay out of pocket to have you tested each and every day until your parole is up. Do you understand me?”  
 
    Tory’s sneer intensified. 
 
    “Yeah, got it. Just tell Rosa not to be late. Lunch service starts at twelve.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I’ll do it,” Rosa said. She sounded insulted that Chase would even question her. “If you think one of these men is responsible for what happened my brother, I will kill them myself.” 
 
    “Rosa,” the woman’s husband warned. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t the best idea, after all, Chase thought. But then she remembered Roger standing in front of Duane’s grave right before his head disintegrated.  
 
    The woman deserved this. 
 
    “Rosa, I don’t know who’s responsible for your brother’s death. That’s the honest truth. All I know is that it has something to do with these parties.” After parties. “But if you go in there today and do anything out of the ordinary, I guarantee they will shut them down in a heartbeat. And if that happens, we might never find out who killed Roger. I mean that.” 
 
    Chase stared intently at Rose as she spoke, watching the small muscles in the woman’s face twitch and move. Trying to get a read on her. 
 
    “You want me to go in there and just… look?” Rosa practically spat the last word. 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “That’s all I want you to do. I’m to go show you some pictures, tell you some names. All I want you to do is serve the food or drinks or whatever the kitchen manager tells you to do. That’s it. And if you go to their table, I want to just look at them, not stare, just be polite, just try to remember what they look like, see if any of them match the photos. When you’re done come here and talk to me. Tell me what you saw, what you heard. That’s it. I know it’s not much, and I know you want to do more. But sometimes doing more only causes problems. Trust me on that one.” 
 
    Rosa’s face hardened and her husband walked over and squeezed her shoulders. It was clear that he didn’t want her to do this, that he loathed her involvement in finding out who killed Roger, no matter how minor.   
 
    But it was good that he was here. A strong support system was important for getting over trauma. 
 
    That was something Chase had never had. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Until Tate. 
 
    “Can you do that?” 
 
    Rosa’s husband’s hands, working man’s hands, tightened on her shoulders. 
 
    “I can do that,” Rosa said, and Chase believed her. 
 
    At least, she wanted to believe her. 
 
    “Good. Now, take a look at these photos.” Chase pulled out her phone and started with the obvious. “This is Senator Chris Duffy. He’ll be here. This is Oliver Thatch, and this is Derek Madson.” 
 
    Chase went through the entire list, showing images of pretty much everyone they’d encountered in the case so far.  
 
    It was a long list.  
 
    “One more thing, Rosa.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If you sense that anything is up, if you feel, even for a second, that they’re onto you, just run. I know you think that catching these people is the most important thing in the world. But I assure you, it’s not. Your safety is the most important thing. If anybody so much as looks at you sideways, you walk right to the kitchen, take off your apron or whatever, and leave through the back door. We’ll grab you and make sure you’re okay. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    This time, Chase was pretty sure that the woman was lying. 
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    Tate clapped his hands beside Linus’s ear and the man jumped.  
 
    “Wake up, Linus. Wake the fuck up.” 
 
    “I’m awake, I’m awake.” 
 
    “You are now. I was asking about EPS. Derek Madson can’t be the only employee. Keep digging.” 
 
    “Okay. On it.” 
 
    Tate went back to staring out the window. Hampton’s guy was still there, still watching. Still waiting. 
 
    He was on edge. 
 
    Sending Chase to see Rosa alone was the wrong move.  
 
    I should be with her.  
 
    But Chase wouldn’t allow it.  
 
    She had established common ground with her, and if they both went back Rosa would feel cornered. 
 
    That’s what she had said, and Tate tended to agree with it. 
 
    Still… 
 
    His phone rang. 
 
    “Chase? Everything okay?”  
 
    “Fine. Rosa’s in.” 
 
    “Good. Where are you now?” 
 
    “On my way to St. Thomas’. I’m going to drop her off.” 
 
    Tate’s heart began to thud. 
 
    “That wasn’t part of the plan. You were supposed to come back here.” 
 
    “Plan’s change.”  
 
    “Chase, please. I’m worried.” 
 
    Chase went silent. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    “I’m going to drop her off.”  
 
    There was no discussion to be had here. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Hey, Tate? I found another employee. Well, a past employee. Tanner Pratt.” 
 
    Tate recognized the name but couldn’t place it. 
 
    “What did he just say?” Chase asked over the phone. 
 
    “Apparently, Tanner Pratt used to work for EPS. You know him?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?”  
 
    “Secret Service Special Officer Tanner Pratt?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Chase, who is he?” 
 
    “I met him when I worked another case in Washington years back.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. He’s the one in prison, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. I put in a request to see him but so far, no answer.” 
 
    “Not on the best of terms?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Well, the last time we met, I crushed his balls like walnuts.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “What? You asked.” 
 
    “I’ll try again after I drop Rosa off.” 
 
    “Chase—” 
 
    “Don’t ask me to be safe, Tate.” 
 
    Chase hung up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rosa was good. She’d managed to shelve all of her emotion by the time they arrived at the rear of St. Thomas’.  
 
    “Remember what I said, Rosa,” Chase reminded the woman. “Just act as normal as possible, just look at their faces.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Chase didn’t want to doubt the woman, but they had a lot riding on this. And not just the case, either. 
 
    Rosa was about to get out of the car when Chase’s eyes fell on the woman’s purse. There was an unnatural bulge near the bottom. 
 
    “Rosa, let me see your purse.” 
 
    Rosa pretended she didn’t hear and started to rise. 
 
    Chase reached around the seat and grabbed the woman’s handbag. She pulled, but Rosa refused to let go.  
 
    “Rosa! Give me your purse.” 
 
    She pulled again and this time, she relinquished her hold.  
 
    Chase opened it and looked inside. 
 
    Then she sighed. 
 
    “Fuck, Rosa,” she said, pulling out the giant bottle of bear spray. “What the hell did you think you were going to do with this?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just for protection.” 
 
    “Rosa…” 
 
    Chase sighed.  
 
    “I won’t do anything.” 
 
    Chase put the bottle on the seat and then removed the woman’s cell phone from her bag. 
 
    “You’ll get these both back when you’re done. Please—please don’t do anything other than look.” 
 
    There was something in the woman’s eyes that she didn’t care for. 
 
    Chase suddenly felt like calling the whole thing off.  
 
    “You said you lost your sister, too? Was that true?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you ever find who killed her?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “They’re dead,” Chase said flatly. 
 
    Rosa nodded and got out of the car. 
 
    Chase wanted to call this off, but she didn’t. 
 
    She just watched the woman walk up to Tory and say something. Tory nodded, finished his cigarette, and guided her inside. 
 
    Well, too late now, Chase thought. Too fucking late now.  
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    Rosa was pissed that the FBI lady had stolen her mace. 
 
    Without it, she felt nervous. 
 
    Roger had given it to her. He hadn’t said why, other than it was important for women to be able to protect themselves.  
 
    Now it made sense. 
 
    Only, she wished that Roger had kept it for himself.  
 
    “Rosa,” the man with the woman’s hair yelled, snapping his fingers above his head several times. “Table 4, now!” 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    She picked up the two plates that contained what looked like three leaves from a garden drizzled with olive oil. Rosa balanced them on her palms and left the kitchen and entered the main seating area. 
 
    It was, without doubt, one of the nicest rooms that she’d ever been in.  
 
    Massive vaulted ceilings, oil paintings on nearly every wall, chandeliers comprised of huge crystals. 
 
    The people were large, too. Most of them were grossly overweight, but even the ones who weren’t had booming voices. 
 
    And they all looked at her, looked at her with a certain amount of pity. 
 
    That was the worst part about the job. 
 
    She didn’t mind serving people. In Mexico, she had worked at her mother’s restaurant with Roger. The people there were nice. They just wanted to eat and have a good time. They would talk to her like she was a person not just an employee.   
 
    But here, they pitied her.  
 
    Felt bad for her, if they were capable of such an emotion.  
 
    Like Chase had said, he was there. Senator Duffy. He was the loudest of them all. Everything he said seemed to echo off the walls. Everyone was talking, but she only heard him. 
 
    And he was seated at Table 4. 
 
    If I had my bear spray… 
 
    Rosa imagined taking it out, spraying the man in the face, and laughing at him.  
 
    That’s for Roger, she would say. Do you pity me now? 
 
    Rosa set the plates down on the table. 
 
    She recognized some of the other people at the table from the photos that Chase had shown her. 
 
    The man with the widow’s peak was Joel Delvecchio. The one with the square shoulders and manicured beard was Oliver Thatch. 
 
    The bald man with the dark skin was the bodyguard, Derek Madson. Unlike the others, he was sitting back from the table, and he wasn’t eating or drinking. 
 
    He was watching. 
 
    There were two other men at Table 4. 
 
    One was extremely fat. His thick fingers were adorned with gold rings the size of golf balls. Chase had never shown her this man. 
 
    The other had blond hair and glasses. 
 
    She didn’t know him, either.  
 
    “Sweetie, I need another.”  
 
    Rosa was so intent on their faces that she really almost missed the request. But then she looked at Senator Duffy, who grinned back at her as he held his scotch glass up and jiggled it in the air.  
 
    “Of course,” she said, reaching for the glass. 
 
    He was looking at her intently and Rosa refused to break the stare. 
 
    Did you kill my brother? 
 
    Rosa didn’t see the leg of Derek’s chair and tripped over it. She sprawled and had to grab Duffy’s knee to prevent from falling on his lap. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, sir,” she said, standing up straight. “I’ll get your refill right away.” 
 
    Rosa started to turn but Derek Madsen’s hand shot out and he grabbed her by the wrist. 
 
    Chase’s words repeated in her head: If you sense that anything is up, if you feel, even for a second, that they’re onto you, just run. 
 
    Rosa wasn’t going to run. Not now, not ever. 
 
    She had run once and vowed never to do it again. 
 
    The man squeezed her so hard that her bones ground together.  
 
    She looked him in the eyes.  
 
    He let her go. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask the man what he’s drinking?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry.” She turned to Duffy. “What is it that you are drinking, sir?” 
 
    “Macallan 18,” he said. “And if you pour it heavy, I’ll be sure to make it worth your while.” 
 
    Rosa nodded and spun away, this time careful to avoid tripping on Derek’s chair. 
 
    She was almost back in the kitchen when she heard the tail end of a joke, something about making it worth her while, and the entire table broke into laughter. 
 
    Rosa turned back. 
 
    They were all laughing except for Derek Madsen; he was looking at her. It was unnerving. 
 
    Rosa rushed into the kitchen and went straight to the back door.  
 
    If you sense that anything is up, if you feel, even for a second, that they’re onto you, just run.  
 
    She got as far as starting to open it before stopping. 
 
    “Rosa? Where are you going?” It was her boss. 
 
    “Nowhere,” she said, releasing the door handle. “I’m looking for the Macallan 18.” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t outside. It’s near the sink. Is it for Duffy?” 
 
    Rosa nodded. 
 
    “Then make it quick and don’t go light.”  
 
    Rosa found the bottles but didn’t pour the drink right away. Instead, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the wallet she’d lifted from Senator Duffy, right under their noses. She used to do that, too, while working at her mother’s restaurant. That had never seemed right, but her mother told her it was necessary—the restaurant never made enough money to support the family. 
 
    She didn’t feel bad about it this time.  
 
    Rosa opened the wallet and quickly rifled through the contents, not sure what she was looking for. There was his ID, credit and bank cards, but these meant nothing to her. 
 
    “Hurry up on that drink!” 
 
    Cursing to herself in Spanish, Rosa was about to put the wallet away when she spotted something tucked into a hidden pocket. 
 
    She slipped it out. 
 
    It was a business card, the same kind that Chase had shown her, the same one that her brother had accidentally left in the bathroom.  
 
    All black on one side with the white outline of a man’s tie and shirt. 
 
    But the back was different. 
 
    It had a date and an address, but these weren’t the same. Rosa committed them to memory and started to put the card back where she’d found it when her boss yelled at her again. 
 
    “Rosa! The scotch! Now!”  
 
    Someone suddenly appeared beside Rosa and put a hand on her arm. 
 
    “You okay, sweetie?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Rosa scrambled to put the card back into the wallet, but the other server had already seen it. 
 
    “Just take your time, and don’t worry about those assholes. Oh, you’re going tomorrow night, too?” 
 
    Rosa looked at the woman. She was older than herself by a good five years, but she was pretty.  
 
    “Y-yes, I am. Are you?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, good money at those. My brother got me in—they usually only use men. Did your brother get you in, too?” 
 
    Rosa felt something in her chest break. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. 
 
    “Oh, good. My name’s Maria, by the way.” 
 
    “Rosa.” 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “Well, Rosa, I’ll—” 
 
    “Scotch! Now!” 
 
    The woman smiled. 
 
    “Sorry, back to work. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Rosa poured the Macallan, filling it nearly to the brim. Then she palmed the wallet, similar to how she’d done when she’d lifted it. 
 
    But while she’d mastered pickpocketing in Mexico, returning a wallet was something new. 
 
    And it would be considerably more difficult. 
 
    The glass was so full that it was almost impossible to carry. Instead of wasting more time by trying to put it back in the bottle, Rosa sipped a little. 
 
    She’d never tried scotch before and expected it to burn. 
 
    It didn’t; it was actually smooth and tasted like spices and creme brulee.  
 
    It was so good that she was tempted to half another sip. 
 
    She resisted, put a fake smile on her face, and returned to the seating area prepared to make everything worth Senator Chris Duffy’s while.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Chase asked, as Rosa Alma collapsed in the back seat. “Rosa?” 
 
    The woman was pale as a sheet and Chase reached out to touch her shoulder, expecting the worst. 
 
    “Rosa, talk to me.” 
 
    Rosa started to smile. 
 
    “Chris Duffy, Joel Delvecchio, Oliver Thatch, Derek Madsen,” she said. 
 
    “They were all there?” 
 
    Chase thought they might be, but it still came as a shock. 
 
    “Yes. All of them. And others. Talking. Laughing.” 
 
    This made Chase sick to her stomach. 
 
    The head of the FBI. The head of the ATF. A US senator. 
 
    They were all involved in this. In the murder of at least three illegal immigrants from Mexico. 
 
    Probably more. 
 
    She sat back in her seat and looked at St. Thomas’. The urge to just go in there and spit in their faces as she’d done to Tim Jardine’s corpse was strong. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time. 
 
    We’re coming for you. We are coming for you. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Rosa said, interrupting her thoughts.  
 
    Chase craned her neck over the seat.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The smile on Rosa’s face was permanent now. 
 
    “I know when and where there’s going to be another party and I know where it’s going to be held.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    Part V — Diego 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    “Chase, this is ridiculous,” Tate groaned. “Let me get this straight: the people we believe are responsible for killing Paul Lopez and shooting Roger Robledo in the face, and probably murdering Duane, too, as well as… I dunno, draining their blood… are having another murder party and you want to attend? You? Let me remind you that you could have been killed at the cemetery. Easily. But they didn’t shoot. I don’t know why, but they didn’t. I don’t trust them to be so forgiving a second time around.” 
 
    This was exactly what Chase wanted to do. And she’d expected this sort of pushback from Tate. 
 
    “I mean, let’s overlook the danger aspect for a moment. Everybody knows who you are. Everyone. And, no offense, but that hair is difficult to miss.” 
 
    “The guy in the video was wearing a mask.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t. There was a mask on the couch, but we have no idea who was wearing it. It could have Pauly, or it could have been the bald guy. Hell, it could have been something that was just left there by accident. Chase, you can’t go to the party.” 
 
    Chase felt a prickle at the back of her neck. 
 
    “I can’t? Now you’re giving me orders, huh?” 
 
    Tate shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m not giving you orders; I’m trying to talk some sense into you.” 
 
    “We’ve talked about this. Because we’re dating—” 
 
    “It’s not because we’re dating,” Tate said angrily. “It’s because it doesn’t make any sense!” 
 
    “I’m going, Tate. I’m going in one capacity or another. You’re the one who keeps saying that we have nothing to link Duffy or his pals to Pauly’s death. Nothing. We have to be at that party.”  
 
    Tate glared at her. 
 
    “We? Like, the royal ‘we’? Yes. You, no.” 
 
    “You’re just as recognizable as I am,” Chase said, petulantly. 
 
    “That’s not true, and we both know it, but I wasn’t thinking about me.” 
 
    “Who, then?” 
 
    But Chase already knew. 
 
    “Rosa,” Tate said flatly. 
 
    “No. We can’t.” 
 
    “Why? She wants to help and, no offense, but I think she’ll fit in. She fit in at St. Thomas’ club. Hell, without her, we would have no idea that this party is even going on.” 
 
    Chase hesitated. She hadn’t told Tate about the bear spray. 
 
    Should she tell him now? 
 
    “Rosa—” 
 
    “Your phone is ringing, Chase,” Tate informed her. 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Please, answer it.” 
 
    Chase knew that Tate was only looking for a distraction but if nothing else answering the phone would give her time to think of a way to convince him to let her go. 
 
    Listen to yourself: convince him to let you go? What are you? Domesticated?  
 
    The number was blocked. 
 
    “Yeah?” she said harshly. 
 
    “Is this FBI Agent Chase Adams?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Same word, same harshness. 
 
    “This is Aydan Leonard from Cedar Creek Corrections Center.” 
 
    “Who? From where?” Chase asked, annoyed now by the interruption. 
 
    “Aydan from CCCC. You placed a request to visit an inmate by the name of Tanner Pratt.” 
 
    Chase was all business now. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, he just approved the request. He’s willing to see you. Visiting hours today are between five and six.” 
 
    Chase checked her watch. 
 
    “Anything earlier?” 
 
    “No, sorry. Visiting hours are only between five and six.” 
 
    Fuck, it was going to be tight. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be there. Can I request a private room?” 
 
    “I can arrange that. But only for Mr. Pratt and one other person.” 
 
    Chase looked at Tate when she answered. 
 
    “That works. I’ll be there at five.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    They had an hour before visiting hours at CCCC and Chase spent it with her partner and Linus scoping out the location of tomorrow’s party. 
 
    The party that she had already decided she was going to, whether Tate wanted her to or not. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie; this looks like the before picture for those jacked dudes promoting some weight loss drug.” 
 
    He had a point.  
 
    It was a giant estate, but like the one that they suspected that Pauly Lopez had died in, it was bordered up and abandoned. Neglected, sure, but not condemned. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Chase said. “What are these places? Is Washington just full of massive houses and estates that went to shit?” 
 
    “Not just Washington, but all over the country. People make good, fast money and they buy these places up and before you know it—” 
 
    “I was being facetious, Linus. I know the real estate issues that plague this country. I don’t live under a rock.” 
 
    “Don’t you live in upstate New York?” 
 
    Chase balked. 
 
    “Sorry, my bad.” 
 
    “When was the photo taken?” 
 
    “Same as the other one—a couple of years back.” 
 
    The location of the previous party had been secluded, far from prying eyes. But this place was in the middle of nowhere. It was the only residence along a straight road on the outskirts of the city. I was also nestled in the center of a grassy caldera.  
 
    If you wanted to host a party where rich people had free reign to do whatever with whomever they wanted? You would pick this place. 
 
    “Who owns it?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Another numbered company.”
“The same company that owns the other place?” 
 
    “No, but yes.” 
 
    “Linus…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I fell asleep earlier. Didn’t get around to tracing the ownership group.” 
 
    “What do you think? Same people who own EPS and St. Thomas’?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “When was it purchased.” 
 
    Linus quickly pulled up the real estate history of the estate. 
 
    “Three years ago.” 
 
    “Really?” Chase was shocked by this. “They bought it three years ago and for at least the past year it has looked like this?” 
 
    Tate understood why she was dubious. 
 
    “These guys plan these events that far in advance?” 
 
    Chase hand another idea. 
 
    “Or maybe they could just be buying up distressed properties and sitting on them. Using them for the parties, sure, but also holding them until the market picks up again. 
 
    “Either way,” Linus said, choosing his words carefully to avoid Chase’s ire. “They aren’t hosting a party in the place like this.” 
 
    Chase thought about the way that done up the room that Paul Lopez had died in. 
 
    “No, they’re going to have to fix it up. Maybe that’s our in.” Chase was thinking about Tory Stewart and how they had extorted him to gain access to the kitchen at St. Thomas’ club. Could they do the same here? “And that’s a big job. Linus, is there a way to look into companies that do this sort of thing? Make a place look fancy for a night or two? Nothing structural, just, I dunno, stage it?” 
 
    “Like a hosting company?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. But if this trend holds, I wouldn’t be surprised if the… let’s call it the Duffy Group… does everything in house. Vertical integration.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, they own St. Thomas’ club, and they own the company that does security for the club. They own the houses that hold the parties and likely contract EPS to do the security for them. It wouldn’t surprise me if they also owned staging and catering companies.” 
 
    “EPS…” Chase muttered. 
 
    Tate scratched his chin. 
 
    “That might be our in.” 
 
    “I don’t think Derek Madsen will be as lax with his employee vetting as St. Thomas’ club. And I doubt he has many Tory Stewart’s on his payroll,” Chase remarked. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Tate clarified. “I meant that we could pressure Derek Madson. See what he knows.” 
 
    “The man shot Tim Jardine in the head. That doesn’t sound to me like someone who is going to easily buckle if we ask him to piss in a salad dressing container. He’s also employed by a US Senator, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the thing. Being a senator, Duffy is insulated. Thatch is the Chief of Staff at the ATF. Delvecchio is the head of the FBI. Derek Madson might work for Duffy, but if the senator doesn’t back him, then he’s on an island.” 
 
    Chase was unconvinced. 
 
    “Maybe. But if spook Madsen, we risk him voicing his concerns to Duffy. They might just cancel the entire event and then we’re left with nothing. And, I don’t know about you, but I have a feeling that with all the waves been making this might be our only chance.” 
 
    “Except these are men with power. And you and I both know that men with power love only one thing.” 
 
    “Power,” Chase said, stating the obvious.  
 
    “That’s right. It’s not like they’ve been doing things under a shroud of secrecy. They shot a kid with a sniper rifle. They asked for Tim Jardine’s body and burned it. They used a fucking computer in the senator’s office to delete ICE documents.” Linus raised a finger. “Yeah, before you say it, I know they used a VPN, tried to cover their tracks. But still. We’re not talking about umbrella poisonings here.”  
 
    “What are you saying?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Maybe pressuring Madsen will have the opposite effect. Maybe the—what’d you call them?” 
 
    “The Duff Group,” Linus said. 
 
    “That works. Maybe with some pressure, the Duffy Group doubles-down. Tries to prove the point that they are untouchable.” 
 
    “Seems risky.” 
 
    “This whole fucking thing is risky.”  
 
    Chase couldn’t argue with that. None of them could. 
 
    “Linus, can you get any other photographs of the building?” she asked, changing subjects. 
 
    “I can access satellite images, but they won’t be any better than Google Earth.”  
 
    “We have to be there tomorrow. Can we drive by? See if there are any back entrances that might not be guarded? Hell, sewers that lead to the basement?” 
 
    “If we knew about the location a week ago, sure. But the party is tomorrow. It’s going to be like Fort Knox.” 
 
    Chase inspected the photo on screen. 
 
    “I have something that we might be able to use to get a good aerial shot of the place. Something we can use remotely.” The alarm that she’d set on her alarm went off. “But first, I have to go see Pratt. Keep digging guys. Like I said, we have to find a way into that party.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    Tate resisted the urge to go after Chase.  
 
    After what happened, and what had nearly happened, at the cemetery it took every fiber of his being to stay put. 
 
    But if there was one place that she would be safe, it would be a prison, right? 
 
    Right? 
 
    “If you want to meet up with Madsen, I can probably pull up Duffy’s schedule,” Linus remarked. 
 
    Tate barely heard him. 
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “I said—hold on.” Linus worked his magic. Duffy just wrapping up a congressional hearing at the Capitol. Should be there for the next hour or so.” 
 
    “Which means that his driver will be waiting for him outside,” Tate remarked absently. 
 
    “And because Duffy employs his own private security—EPS—I doubt Madsen is permitted to wait in the Capitol garage. Why do you look like that?” 
 
    Tate hadn’t realized that he was making a face. 
 
    “I was thinking that even if we get into the party, or even on the off chance that Madsen says something that we might be able to use against Duffy, we’ll still be in a he said she said, or he said he said situation. And Duffy pulls more weight than an off-duty and, quite frankly, maligned FBI Agent. As for Rosa, well…” he let his sentence trail off. 
 
    Now it was Linus’ face that changed. He was grinning. 
 
    “I might have something for that.” 
 
    “A camera?” 
 
    “No—I mean, I might be able to obtain a small pinhole camera from FBI headquarters, but that would mean going through official channels.” 
 
    That wouldn’t work. These people, the Duffy Group, might be blind with power, but they weren’t stupid. If they put in a request for spy gear, Delvecchio would know. 
 
    “How about unofficial channels?” 
 
    Still smiling, Linus reached over and opened the top drawer of his desk. He pilfered through several objects before pulling out a small box.  
 
    Inside were what looked like about half a dozen thumbtacks. 
 
    “We started testing these audio listening devices about a year ago. They’re basically weightless, stick to any surface, and pick up sound in a ten-foot radius. They transmit the signal via radio waves and not Bluetooth, which means you don’t have to be anywhere near them to listen in.” Tate didn’t want to know why Linus had these in his desk drawer and didn’t ask. “The best part? They breakdown in a matter of hours.” 
 
    “Breakdown? Why is that the best part?” 
 
    “Well, that’s why we don’t use ‘em. They’re pretty sensitive; a single drop of water or if you just brush against them and they pretty much disintegrate.” 
 
    This sounded like more of a flaw than a feature and Tate said as much.  
 
    “That’s the thing. You stick them to someone or something and after they transmit the audio, they breakdown and no one’s the wiser.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    Tate reached for one of the tacks, but the man slapped the back of his hand. 
 
    “They’re very sensitive,” Linus warned. “I’ll set up your phone to receive the signal and when you want to activate the mic, all you have to do is peel off the backing. Once you do that, you’ve got a few hours to listen in. I’ll warn you, though, the audio signal deteriorates in a logarithmic manner.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Tate handed over his cell. 
 
    In a perfect world, he would plant the mic on Duffy himself. But he knew that he would never get close enough. 
 
    Sometimes you just had to settle for second best. 
 
    “I’m going to need one more favor, Linus.” 
 
    “Of course, you do. What is now? You need an army gunship? A bunch of ex-marines to cover your ass?” 
 
    “Would be nice, but no, nothing that extreme. I just need to borrow your car.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “No phone, no paper, no pen,” the no nonsense guard instructed Chase as she handed over her badge and her firearm. 
 
    “No fun,” she said back. 
 
    The man didn’t smile. She got the impression that he didn’t know how. 
 
    Chase was admittedly nervous about seeing Pratt. She didn’t think that she was in any danger—Mr. No Nonsense had already informed her that Pratt would be chained to the table at all times—but she needed information and had little to offer in return.  
 
    Given the unofficial nature of her visit, and who they were currently investigating, it wasn’t as if she could offer Pratt any sort of deal. Even putting in such a request would raise a red flag. 
 
    “You have about twenty minutes before visiting hours end.” 
 
    Chase nodded and peered through the glass and into the interview room. 
 
    She knew Tanner Pratt as a large man with bulbous features who had made it no secret that he didn’t care for Chase. In fact, the Secret Service Special Officer had done everything in his power to make things difficult for her, going as far as to leak secrets to a right-wing podcast to get her off the case. 
 
    And for personal gain, of course. 
 
    There were men who were drunk on power and then there was Tanner Pratt. 
 
    But the times and the situation had changed.  
 
    The man in the interview room still had a big face and bigger hands, but the rest of him had shrunk to average proportions.  
 
    Prison had a way of doing that to people, even people like Pratt.  
 
    The guard opened the door and Chase stepped through. Behind her, she heard the lock engage.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” Tate said, raising his eyes to meet hers. “If it isn’t FBI Special Agent Chase Adams.” 
 
    She had to give him credit, he was trying to slip into his old persona. Only, the act fell short. 
 
    “Why did you agree to see me?” Chase asked, electing to forgo pleasantries. 
 
    “Why did you ask the see me?” 
 
    Chase had come up with a myriad of lies and excuses to explain her visit, but she tossed them all out the window.  
 
    “Because I believe that Senator Chris Duffy is involved in the murders of at least three young boys. And I think you know about it.” 
 
    Her directness had the desired effect: Pratt leaned forward and lowered his voice. 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    Chase had requested for the cameras in the room to be turned off, but just to be sure, she sat and moved close to the man in chains.  
 
    “I know that he hosts these parties and I know that bad shit happens at them. Something about taking blood from these kids that were supposed to be deported. I also know that the company that Duffy employs for his private security—Elite Protection Services—is somehow involved.” 
 
    Pratt ran his tongue across his teeth and then his eyes darted around. He looked nervous and this, in turn, put Chase on edge. People like Tanner Pratt, even those who were locked up, didn’t get nervous easily. 
 
    “After the mess you made with William Woodley, I was forced out of the Secret Service. Started a private security firm. About a month in, I was subcontracted by EPS to help out at one of these ‘parties’.” Pratt indicated his surroundings. “And then I ended up here.”  
 
    And that, Chase realized, is why he agreed to speak to me. 
 
    “You knew I was coming here to talk to you about Duffy, didn’t you?” 
 
    The real question was, how? He had access to the news here, no doubt, but their unofficial investigation into The Duffy Group hadn’t been on the news. And based on what the man had just admitted, Chase doubted that he had any connections left in Washington that might have leaked what she and Tate were up to.  
 
    Pratt suddenly smiled, which was off putting, to say the least. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, Pratt. I don’t like you, never liked you. I won’t lie to you, either. I can’t get you a deal.  Can’t do anything for you. You’ll serve your entire sentence locked up. But I  will promise you this: if Senator Chris Duffy is really behind these kids’ deaths? I will bring him down. Because that is what I do.” 
 
    Tanner Pratt’s smile grew.  
 
    “Now, tell me what you know about the party so that I can get in there without being noticed.” 
 
    Pratt took a deep breath, then he started to talk. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    Tate eventually found Duffy’s car down one of the side streets near the Capitol, after driving around in an ever-widening circle. 
 
    Madsen was with the car, smoking a cigarette with his back to Tate. 
 
    He watched the man for a few moments, then took out one of the microphones that Linus had reluctantly parted with. Tate was careful as he peeled off the backing as he’d been instructed and palmed it. 
 
    “Derek?” he shouted, waving his empty hand as he approached. 
 
    Madsen turned and spotted him. The man took one final drag from his smoke and then extinguished with the heel of his dress shoe. 
 
    Tate’s plan had been to walk right up to him and shake his hand, but Derek’s posture suggested that he wasn’t amenable to such close contact.  
 
    “You don’t… you don’t remember me?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    “FBI Agent Tate Abernathy. I was just driving by,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “and I thought I saw you standing there. I just wanted thank you.” Derek was suspicious. 
 
    “You saved my partner’s son.” 
 
    As much as he tried to appear ignorant, Tate knew that Madsen recognized him. It didn’t your background, if you shot and killed a man who had been part of a nationwide manhunt, you remembered everything about that day.  
 
    “I just wanted to shake your hand.” 
 
    “What are you doing in Washington?” The man made no effort to hide the accusation his tone.  
 
    Duffy had warned him.  
 
    “I was just driving by. That’s my car over there.” Tate half-turned and Derek lifted his chin to look.  
 
    As he did, Tate moved in close, grabbed the man’s hand that hung at his waist. Before Madsen could react, he shook his hand while at the same time grabbing him by the wrist.  
 
    It took Derek a full second to try and pull away, which was more than enough time to ensure that the microphone was securely attached to the man’s jacket sleeve.  
 
    Tate held fast and did something that he hadn’t planned.  
 
    “I also want to say that I’m looking forward to your party.” 
 
    And then, he backed away with his arms out to his sides.  
 
    Madsen glared at Tate, but he just smiled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For a long while, the only audio that Tate’s phone relayed was the sound of Madsen smoking cigarette after cigarette. 
 
    And then nothing. For twenty minutes, Tate didn’t hear a single sound. 
 
    He was about to call Linus and give him a piece of his mind, tell him that the reason why the FBI had abandoned the use of these microphones was because they didn’t fucking work, but then he heard the sound of a car starting up. 
 
    Tate was tempted to follow Madsen but resisted.  
 
    According to Linus, the mic transmitted information via radio waves meaning that it had incredible range and there was no reason to risk being spotted. 
 
    Still, it was hard to just sit and listen. 
 
    Judging by the time it took from engine start to when Duffy’s car pulled to a stop on what sounded like a gravel road, Tate suspected that Madsen was still in the city. 
 
    Exactly where he was, however, was impossible to tell. 
 
    Madsen opened the door and got out. His fancy shoes crunched as he walked. 
 
    “Derek,” an unknown man said. “You know better than to meet me in person.” 
 
    “I think we should shut down the party.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Those FBI agents, they know something.”  
 
    Somebody lit a cigarette, presumably Derek.  
 
    “They don’t know anything. Besides, we can’t cancel now. Everything’s already set up—the auction is ready to go.”  
 
    “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “We can’t cancel,” the stranger repeated. “You know how they are. They don’t like change. It makes them nervous, and they don’t like to be nervous.”  
 
    “I don’t think you understand what I’m saying,” Derek said. “Abernathy came to me, told me that he’s looking forward to the party. They know about it.” 
 
    “And I don’t think you understand what I’m telling you,” The other man shot back with venom on his tongue. “We’re not canceling now. It’s your job to run security—so do your fucking job. Take care of them.” 
 
    “But if they show up—” 
 
    “If they show up, I’ll deal with them. Now leave.” 
 
    More footsteps and then Madsen was back in his car. Tate listened a while longer, but the signal started cutting out. 
 
    A little while later, it was lost completely. 
 
    “One hour of audio my ass,” Tate grumbled. 
 
    And then he replayed the conversation in his mind. 
 
    If they show up, I’ll deal with them. 
 
    No, Chase definitely wasn’t going to the party. 
 
    Tate, on the other hand, was another story altogether.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing in there, Chase?” 
 
    Chase held her head under the tap and massaged her hair. 
 
    “What?” she shouted over the sound of the water. 
 
    “I asked if everything’s all right in there?” 
 
    “Fine—I’ll be out in a minute.”  
 
    She continued to let the water cascade over her head until it ran clear again. 
 
    And then she flicked her hair back and looked at herself in the mirror. 
 
    Admittedly, it wasn’t great, but it would have to do. 
 
    She grabbed a towel and opened the door.  
 
    Tate took one look at her and said, “I thought you liked the white?” 
 
    “It was more of a dusty gray,” Chase said. Then she realized that this wasn’t much of an answer. “It made me look too old,” she lied, as she started to dry her hair. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s nice.”  
 
    Chase smirked. She wasn’t the only one who was lying.  
 
    “Marguerite will be here in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    Dinner hadn’t been as exciting as last night—no Thai food this time—but that wasn’t the only thing that had changed. The mood was different, too. Tate was wound up about something, and even though he did his best to keep whatever was bothering him from affecting his home life, Chase could tell that something was up. 
 
    It didn’t help that she was also on edge.  
 
    What Tanner Pratt had told her sounded like something out of a movie. 
 
    A masquerade ball, an auction for time with the kids. He didn’t know what exactly they did with these kids, but he knew that it wasn’t story time. 
 
    And Pratt didn’t fuck with kids.  
 
    When he’d inquired, not only had he been shut down but shortly thereafter he’d been arrested. 
 
    Pratt didn’t believe in coincidences, either. 
 
    If Chase hadn’t quickly determined that Pratt hated Duffy more than her, she would have thought the man was lying. 
 
    But what really bothered her, is the man’s answer to how he knew she was coming to talk about Duffy. Pratt told her that he’d seen the news about Felix’s kidnapping, and when Time Jardine was killed in Washington by an as of yet unnamed Senator’s bodyguard, he connected this with another rumor that had been going around during his time in the Secret Service: some of the higher ups had interesting tastes when it came to their film selection. Apparently, they liked their movies to be raw and brutal. 
 
    And real. 
 
    Chase was now convinced more than ever that Tim Jardine was meeting with Duffy because they were somehow linked through his snuff videos.  
 
    Tim was looking for help and he’d received it in the form of a bullet to the brain.  
 
    Chase heard Tate greeting Marguerite downstairs and finished dressing.  
 
    “Thanks for coming back, Marguerite,” she said. 
 
    “Not a problem. I think it’s great that you guys are getting out on a date night.” 
 
    Tate squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been a while.” 
 
    Marguerite’s gaze drifted to the large black case that Tate held in his hand. 
 
    “You are going on a date, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Sure are,” Tate replied. He made no effort to explain the case. “We shouldn’t be home later than eleven. 
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Chase said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know, a date night wouldn’t be a bad idea.” 
 
    “We’re long overdue,” Chase admitted taking the drone out of the box and starting it up. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d used it.  
 
    There had been a time when the toy was the perfect filter to distance herself from reality. But ever since Tate had come into her life, she hadn’t needed it.  
 
    “You can fly that thing all the way to the house?” Tate asked, eying the drone. 
 
    Chase slipped the goggles over her head.  
 
    “It’s got a radius of about 2 miles, which is more than enough distance.” 
 
    They were sitting on the lip of the grassy caldera high above the house where the party was being held tomorrow night.  
 
    It was a cool night and the night air was crisp.  
 
    Tate had been right about them not being able to get close to the venue without being seen. The place was a flurry of activity, with dozens of people coming and going with every manner of supplies.  
 
    The drone’s propellers started to purr, and she used the controller to take off. At first, Chase was disoriented; seeing through the camera mounted to the bottom of the drone took some getting used to. 
 
    “You never did tell me what Pratt said.” 
 
    She tested the zoom function to ensure that it was working properly. 
 
    “He didn’t say much,” she lied. “I asked him about his work for EPS, and he asked me to get him time off his sentence. We reached a stalemate, which ended when he told me to fuck off.” 
 
    The good thing about the goggles was that they hid Chase’s eyes, making it more difficult for Tate to tell that she was being deceitful. 
 
    He didn’t say anything either way. 
 
    Chase took the drone up fifty meters before moving toward the house.  
 
    After getting used to the widefield view, she started to enjoy the experience. It was the closest thing to actually flying, next to skydiving or freediving.  
 
    “It’s busy down there,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    Just to be safe, Chase took the drone even higher. Even if someone looked up, looked directly at the drone, she doubted they’d notice it. 
 
    The house looked very different from what Linus had shown them from Google Earth. The broken windows had been replaced and the front walkway had been repaired. Rather than being dark, the house was now well lit—clearly, they’d installed new light fixtures. People in dark suits ordered others who were carrying boxes where to go.  
 
    “Looks like they’re setting up. I see…” Chase zoomed in. She saw two people hoist a large, flat, rectangular object out of the back of a cube van. It was covered in a white sheet, but she thought she knew what it was. “I think they’re bringing paintings in for the auction.” 
 
    Chase circled the property with the drone.  
 
    “There’s the front entrance and a side entrance—shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think that’s Madsen, standing by the side entrance smoking a cigarette. 
 
    She felt Tate tense beside her. 
 
    While the front, and to a lesser degree the eastern side of the house, which faced the single lane road that led to the city and was the likeliest direction from which the guests would approach, had been cleaned up, the western side was completely untouched. This wasn’t surprising, given the short turnaround time.  
 
    It was on this side that she spotted the deck. If it had been in such a state of disrepair, Chase wouldn’t have been able to tell that there was a walkout beneath it. As it was, she could see a concrete staircase beneath the broken wooden slats. 
 
    That is our way in, Chase thought. Or out.  
 
    She spent another ten minutes surveying the land before recalling the drone. Then she took the goggles off and massaged the areas where they had compressed her head.  
 
    “It’s on, Tate. Tomorrow night, the party is happening.” 
 
    And I intend to be there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    The good thing about not sleeping was that everyone expected you to be in bed at around three in the morning snoring softly. 
 
    The good thing about not sleeping for the better part of a year was that you grew accustomed to the night, you learned its sounds, its smells, its sights, you learned everything about it. And you learned to operate in its shadowy ichor. 
 
    Even those who deliberately stayed awake, who meticulously planned for this moment, who were aided by adrenaline and caffeine and perhaps harsher pharmaceuticals were at a disadvantage.  
 
    Because the night was Tate’s element. 
 
    And he was on high alert. 
 
    Take care of them, the unknown man who had met with Madsen ordered.  
 
    Which was why, when Tate heard somebody at the back door, he was ready.  
 
    The fact that Hampton had stationed an agent outside his house offered him little reassurance. He trusted Hampton, but not a nameless agent. 
 
    Besides, there were times in your life when the stakes were so high that you could only count on one person: yourself. 
 
    And this, Tate knew, with his girlfriend, her daughter, and his own daughter upstairs, was one of those times. 
 
    He stood with his back against the wall, pistol in his hand, and remained completely still while the man in the mask worked the door.  
 
    Metal popped and then the knob started to turn. 
 
    Tate waited for the door to open enough to clear him and then he acted. 
 
    He lunged from the shadows, planting a hand on the unsuspecting man’s chest while pressing the muzzle of his gun against his forehead.  
 
    Through the eye holes of the mask, which was identical to the ones the men who had broken into Linus’ house were wearing, Tate saw his eyes go wide. 
 
    He drove the man backward onto the porch and then he swatted the weapon from the intruder’s hand. It fell harmlessly to the deck.  
 
    “Take off the mask,” Tate ordered. When the man didn’t immediately obey, he repeated the command. “Take off the masked, or I will shoot you.” 
 
    He already knew who the intruder was but seeing Derek Madsen’s face inspired new rage inside him. 
 
    “What did you think you were going to do?” he seethed. “Huh? What the fuck did you think you were going to do? There are kids upstairs? Oh, yeah, I forgot, you like killing kids, don’t you, Derek?” 
 
    Derek sneered. 
 
    “I wasn’t gonna kill no kids.” 
 
    Tate kicked the man’s gun. 
 
    “To hell you weren’t. Turn around and interlace your fingers behind your head.” 
 
    “I was only going to scare you, tell you to stay away. 
 
    “Turn the fuck around.” 
 
    Madsen finally did as he was instructed.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to hurt nobody.” 
 
    “Tell that to Roger Robledo.” 
 
    A took a second for the name to register. 
 
    “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Who told you to come here? Who told you to take care of me?” 
 
    “Nobody.” 
 
    “Fuck you, nobody. Who told you?” Tate tightened his grip on the gun.  
 
    Madsen’s lips curled but he remained silent. 
 
    “You tell me now, or I’ll put a bullet in your head.” 
 
    The man’s eyes dropped. 
 
    “I don’t know his name. He doesn’t work for EPS.”  
 
    Tate believed him. 
 
    “But he works for Duffy, right?” 
 
    Madsen nodded. 
 
    “Tell me about the party.” 
 
    When Madsen hesitated, Tate strode forward. 
 
    “They get the kids from ICE, kids who were supposed to be deported. Kids no one would notice if they went missing.” 
 
    “I know that already. What do they do with them?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. I saw Pauly Lopez’ body. They hurt them, they take their blood.” 
 
    Madsen shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of that. I just do as I’m told, run security. Only let the people who are supposed to be there in.”  
 
    “Oh, you know. You know. Why are you protecting Duffy? What do you think is going to happen when this all goes down, huh? And I assure you, it will go down. You think your buddy the Senator or Delvecchio or that square prick at the ATF are going to put their necks out for you? You know how these guys work. They need someone like you to take the fall.” Tate cocked his head. “No, scratch that—they need someone to die, Derek. They need someone you like to die so that they can finger you as the man behind everything.” 
 
    Something flashed in Madsen’s eyes.  
 
    He knew that this was the truth.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Tate continued. “I see another way out of this situation for you, one that doesn’t end up with you lying on your back in a morgue.” 
 
    Madsen offered a slight, nearly imperceptible nod. 
 
    “I want you to give me the name of one of the guests who’s going to be attending tomorrow. I want you to give me their name and then I want you to call them up and tell them not to show.”  
 
    Derek Madsen flinched. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did I stutter? Give me a name, Madson.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, these people—” 
 
    “Fuck these people!” Tate roared. “It’s not about them. It’s about Roger and Pauly and Duane? It’s about those people. Now give me a goddamn name.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    “Maria?” Rosa asked softly. “It’s Rosa, from the club?” 
 
    Linus had managed to get Maria’s number from the St. Thomas’ list of employees. When Chase outlined her plan, Rosa all but leaped at the opportunity. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, hi. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good, listen—my brother, the one who got me into the party tonight, came down with the flu. He took some meds and now he’s completely knocked out. I’ve never been to one of these things and I’m not really sure what to wear?” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” Maria paused. “Well, this is going to sound a bit strange, but this is what you need…” 
 
    When she was done, Rosa said, “One more thing, Maria, I don’t—I don’t drive. Is there any chance you might be able to pick me up?” 
 
    Chase and Rosa spent the next hour acquiring the outfit and mask. For the latter, they went with a simple, white number, Phantom of the Opera style, except with full face coverage and gold filigree around the eyes.  
The outfit was basic, all black, no logos or designs.  
 
    Rosa felt uncomfortable wearing the mask, but Chase, who also tried it on the store, did not. 
 
    After all, she’d been wearing a mask her entire life. 
 
    With everything in place, Chase picked up Tate and the three of them went to Linus’s house. 
 
    Tate seemed in a good mood today, although he did sneer at and flip the bird to the agent watching their house.  
 
    In Linus’ office, with the door closed and locked, they got the introductions out of the way.  
 
    “According to Maria, the party starts at around ten tonight. Servers hand out food and drinks until about midnight and then the art auction ends and people filter out.” 
 
    “Any mention of an after-party?” Tate asked. 
 
    “Maria didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Tate nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” Chase continued, “they’re going to search you when you get there and probably when you leave, too. We aren’t going to be able to communicate—” 
 
    “Linus has something for that,” Tate interrupted and Linus, beaming, opened his desk drawer. He pulled out a small square roughly the size of a Tic-Tac. “This is a microphone. We won’t be able to speak to you, but we will be able to hear you. Right before you go in, peel the back off and stick it somewhere on your body, somewhere inconspicuous. We will be able to listen in for an hour or so. Maybe less.” 
 
    “You should be able to get at least two hours of audio,” Linus said, and Tate shot him a look. 
 
    He ignored the comment. 
 
    “Rosa, every forty-five minutes or so I want you to excuse yourself and go somewhere quiet, like the bathroom and put a new one on. If anything goes wrong, just use the safe word,” he looked at Chase, “meatloaf.” 
 
    “Meatloaf?” Chase questioned. 
 
    Tate shrugged. 
 
    “Inside joke. Anyways, Chase and I will be close and if you say meatloaf, we’ll storm the place.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. It was a lot to take in, but she seemed more than game. 
 
    “What do you want me to do while I’m there? You want me to look at their faces again?” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “They’ll probably be wearing masks like you. If you can get close enough without blowing your cover, try to record their voices. There’s probably going to be a guest list there somewhere and if you see it, memorize the names.” 
 
    “Or better yet, take it,” Tate suggested. 
 
    “If you can without getting caught.” Chase thought of what Pratt had told her. “You know what? They might also have computers there. If you see any, especially ones with USB drives attached—” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Tate said. “She’s not going to be able to get out of there with anything like that. A list, maybe, but a USB key?” 
 
    “If we can like Duffy to Jardine’s snuff films, then—” 
 
    “We don’t know that they’re connected.” Chase almost repeated the rumor that Pratt had told her, then stopped. Seeing the look on her face, Tate added, “Even if they are stupidest enough to bring computers with that sort of incriminating data on them, we can’t ask Rosa to steal a computer.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to,” Linus said. They all looked at him. “I can give you a USB key, something small, not as small as the mics but close. If you see a computer, all you have to do is plug it in. That’ll give me remote access. And even if they don’t have these videos on those devices, they might have stored passwords or access keys that I can use.” 
 
    Chase waited for Tate to argue, but he didn’t. 
 
    “Okay, USB key it is. You got all that, Rosa?” 
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    “The only issue I see,” Linus said, swiveling around to look at the aerial drone shot that Chase had taken the night prior, “is that if something goes wrong and Rosa says the safe word—meatloaf—it’s going to be very difficult for you guys just to barge in. As you see here,” he tapped the screen, “there’s only one road in and I wouldn’t be surprised if The Duffy Group doesn’t block it completely or, at the very least, stagger cars to make sure any sort of ‘rushing in’ doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Chase had been prepared for this. 
 
    “That’s why we’re not taking the road.” She pointed to the hill where she and Tate had operated the drone. “We’ll be here. Rosa, if you say meatloaf, Tate and I will come get to you.” 
 
    Only Chase knew that Rosa would never say that word. 
 
    Because she wasn’t going to the party.  
 
    Chase was going to go in her place. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 71 
 
      
 
    “That’s her,” Rosa said, as a car pulled into her the driveway. 
 
    “You sure?” Chase asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m to put this on you now. Remember, after an hour, you have to attach another one. All you have to do is peel the backing like this,” Tate demonstrated with the one he was holding. “And press it firmly to your clothing to pick up audio.” 
 
    Tate lifted the collar of the black collared shirt Rosa was wearing and pressed the mic against the fabric. With the collar folded back down, it was unnoticeable.  
 
    He handed her six more mics, which she put in her sock. She put the small USB key that Linus had given her into the other sock.  
 
    “Deep breath, just like at St. Thomas’ club,” Chase said. “But remember, your safety comes first. Just say meatloaf and we’ll get you.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. 
 
    “Don’t forget your mask.” 
 
    The moment Rosa got into the car, Tate got his cell phone out.  
 
    The audio was crisp and clear. 
 
    “Hi, thanks so much for driving. 
 
    “Not a problem.” Maria’s voice was sweet, and she had a strong accent. “Oh, sweetie, is that your mask?” 
 
    Chase felt her stomach rise into her throat. 
 
    “Yes. Is there something wrong with it?” 
 
    “Well… well, it’s too fancy. Only the guests wear the fancy ones. We just get plain. Those gold things, can you take them?”  
 
    “I think.” They heard a scratching sound. “Yeah, they come off.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Tate looked at Chase and nodded. 
 
    She nodded back. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    But they weren’t in yet.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you have binoculars,” Chase said as they lay on the same hill as last night. She was still setting up the drone. 
 
    Linus had been right, The Duffy Group had staggered cars in both directions for a good hundred meters. 
 
    “I don’t really trust technology,” Tate said as he raised the binoculars to his eyes. “I’m old school.” 
 
    “More like just old,” Chase joked. 
 
    “That, too.”  
 
    Chase put the goggles on and got the drone in the air.  
 
    “Linus, you seeing this?” she shouted into her phone that lay beside her. In addition to providing the mic and the USB key, the man had helped her set up a live stream from the drone’s camera to a private server that only he had access to. 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. The video footage is great.”  
 
    Chase took the drone even higher. 
 
    “Wait, you’re breaking up a bit. Signal’s all screwy.” 
 
    “See? Technology,” Tate muttered. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll lower the drone.” 
 
    Except, Chase did the opposite. She elevated it by ten meters. 
 
    “No, no—must be too much interference.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Chase said. “Is it the drone or the goggles?” 
 
    “The drone is feeding the video to the goggles, which are sending it to YouTube. You have to move.” 
 
    Which was, of course, exactly what Chase wanted.  
 
    It was the only way to get away from Tate. 
 
    She lifted the goggles and looked around, but this was only for show; she’d already mapped out where she wanted to go yesterday. 
 
    “Tate, I’m going to try over there by that tree,” Chase indicated higher ground, maybe fifty feet to their left. When Tate groaned and started to peel himself off his belly, she said, “You stay here, use your old-school technology. Two angles are better than one.” 
 
    Before Tate could argue, Chase started to move. 
 
    Please stay there, please stay there.  
 
    “I’ll be right here. Holler if you need me.” 
 
    Chase smiled.  
 
    With the phone in her hand, and still close enough for Tate to overhear, she started to lower the drone with the controller.  
 
    “That’s better already. Keep doing what you’re doing, Chase,” Linus said. 
 
    I intend to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 72 
 
      
 
    The moment Chase was out of sight, Tate dropped the binoculars and got to his feet. He peered in the direction that Chase had gone, making sure that she hadn’t forgotten something and was on her way back.  
 
    About an hour before, while Chase and Rosa had been out shopping, Tate had been doing some shopping of his own. 
 
    He purchased a nice suit, not bespoke, but something that had previously been tailored for someone who was approximately his size. A deep navy, almost black, and paired this with a classic white shirt. 
 
    He changed into it now, quickly, and put his old clothes in the bag that he’d used to transport the suit. 
 
    The store that he’d gone to for a mask only had two options: over and understated. His first choice had been the latter but then he considered the research he’d done on the name that Madsen had given him. 
 
    Frank Trebeck had made his money in what was now considered the old-fashioned way: buying and selling domain names during the .com boom. He’d parlayed that into a nice career as a professional board member for various fortune five hundred companies.  
 
    Tate figured that someone like that might have a chip on their shoulder. 
 
    He’d bought the overstated mask.  
 
    Fully in his party outfit now, Tate went back to looking through the binoculars. He studied the actions of the first few arrivals hoping that they weren’t required to show an invitation. It didn’t seem as if they did. 
 
    They approached an EPS security guard with whom they exchanged words. Then the guard checked a clipboard—good luck getting your hands on that, Rosa—and permitted them to enter. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    The next thing he did was check the signal from Rosa’s mic. 
 
    “So, listen, Rosa,” he heard Maria say, “these guys, they don’t really like you to look at them. They might be wearing masks, but they’re still sensitive. Just keep your eyes down and give them whatever they want. They don’t tip us directly, but if things go well, you’ll get a nice envelope after the auction is over.” 
 
    Tate checked the audio from the second mic he’d planted next.  
 
    “How’s that, Linus? How’s the footage now?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Picture-perfect, Chase. I’ll let you know if it starts to break up again.” 
 
    Did he feel bad for planting a microphone on Chase? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But he knew he would feel worse if something happened to her while he was inside the party.  
 
    If he got into the party. 
 
    Tate put his phone away and then started down the hill toward the house. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” he said, slipping on the mask. 
 
    And then Tate Abernathy became Frank Trebeck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 73 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Chase said, once again putting the drone in hover mode and taking the goggles off. 
 
    “What?” Linus asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “Battery on my cell phone’s low,” she lied.  
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “I tried to charge in the car, but I think the cord is faulty. I’m going to have to drop the call, save battery. I’ll keep the live stream going. If you see anything, call me.” 
 
    “Are you sure—” 
 
    Chase hung up and switched her phone to silent. 
 
    The drone would be good where it was idling for an hour or so, then it would automatically return to where it took off. Tate would come to see her before that and when he spotted the goggles on the ground, he would freak out. 
 
    Freak out and probably do something stupid. 
 
    That didn’t give her much time. 
 
    She popped the drone case open and took out the plain black shirt she’d stashed there before leaving Rosa’s house. Chase was already wearing dark pants and just threw the shirt overtop of her current outfit. Then she grabbed the mask, the same one that Rosa had although she didn’t pick off the gold accents, and then hurried down the hill, heading toward the side entrance where she’d seen Derek Madsen smoking earlier. 
 
    As she moved, she called Rosa, hoping that they hadn’t nabbed her cell phone yet. 
 
    She was in luck. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Rosa, it’s Chase.” 
 
    “I’m just about to head in. They’re going to take my phone.” 
 
    “I know, listen. Something’s happened. You need to come out.” 
 
    Rosa’s voice lowered. 
 
    “What? What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you come outside. Just don’t go in there. Do you hear me? Do not go in.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    “Meet me by the side door—make sure no one sees you.” 
 
    Chase hung up and picked up the pace. 
 
    If Tate was still listening to the mic on Rosa’s lapel, then she expected her phone to ring immediately. And if Chase didn’t answer, then she suspected that both of them would be meeting Rosa and not just her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unlike all the other guests he’d seen arrive thus far, Frank Trebek was not coming by vehicle. This in and of itself posed a problem, both logistical and from an eye-test perspective. 
 
    But he had a plan for that. 
 
    All he had to do was wait for… 
 
    A Mercedes G-Class SUV pulled up. And as the guests got out, Tate just seamlessly slid in behind them, making it look as if he’d been in the suped-up car with them. 
 
    It helped that one of the guests was a woman in a long red dress, with a slit up to her hip. She had bouncy blond hair and was sporting a mask that had to be left over from a burlesque show: it was lacy and black, with a series of colorful feathers framing the top. The man accompanying her was compact with a bowtie and a much plainer mask. 
 
    He reminded Frank of the monopoly man. 
 
    But neither of the two burly EPS security guards noticed Milburn Pennybags or Frank.  
 
    They were too distracted by the woman in red.  
 
    The couple went first and despite what Frank had seen from the hill, the guards didn’t say anything to them. 
 
    They just parted and allowed them to pass. 
 
    He adopted their entitled swagger, but the EPS guards pinched together before Frank could get by.  
 
    “Name?” the bigger of the two men asked.  
 
    This was it. If Derek Madsen had fucked him, this is where he’d have to spread his cheeks and take it. 
 
    Or run. 
 
    He could always try running. 
 
    “Frank Trebek,” he said, sounding annoyed.  
 
    The good news was that the big man didn’t reach out and grab him right away. He… didn’t do anything. 
 
    Frank started back up the steps, acting as if he owned the place. 
 
    Don’t you know who I am? I am Frank Fucking Trebeck, now get out of my way. 
 
    The guard didn’t move. 
 
    “Invitation?” 
 
    Oh, shit. Why me? Nobody else had an invitation.  
 
    Soft piano music filtered out to him from inside the house and he peered through the man’s armpit to spot a magnificent chandelier hanging in the foyer. 
 
    Frank didn’t know what to do so he just continued forward as if he hadn’t heard. 
 
    The man put a meaty palm on his chest. 
 
    “Sir, I need your invitation, please.” 
 
    There was no ignoring him this time. 
 
    Frank glared at him, hoping that his displeasure was evident even behind the mask. 
 
    “I’m going to need to see your invitation, sir.” 
 
    He made a show of it, patting his pockets, and pulling out his cell phone. 
 
    Invitation? Madsen never mentioned anything about a fucking invitation. 
 
    “I think I lost it,” he said. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    He tried to brush by him, but that thick hand never moved from his chest. 
 
    “No invitation, no entrance. I’m sorry, that’s the rule.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Frank said. “I got all dressed up and brought my checkbook.”  
 
    “Sorry—no invitation, no entrance.” 
 
    What the fuck do I do now? 
 
    Frank reached for his wallet. 
 
    “How much is it going to take for you to change the rules, just for tonight?” 
 
    The guard was less than impressed. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “C’mon, I’m Frank Trebeck. I’m on the list, man.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Look, your boss is going to be pissed if you turn me away, especially if I tell him just how much I’m willing to—” 
 
    Frank stopped speaking when a third man approached from behind. He almost didn’t see him on account of the two fridges blocking his head. But then the light from the chandelier reflected off his bald head. 
 
    It was Derek Madsen.  
 
    He looked at Frank, then leaned down and said something in the guard’s ear. 
 
    Then he stepped aside. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Mr. Trebek, have a nice night.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    Frank didn’t look at the security guards or Madsen as he walked by them and entered the foyer. 
 
    The sheer opulence almost stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    Jesus Christ, Madsen and the EPS do some damn fine work, he thought incomprehensibly. 
 
    But he wasn’t out of the woods, yet. 
 
    He still had to pass through a metal detector and get by another bouncer. 
 
    Similar to how Frank had just sauntered up the front steps, he attempted to walk through the archway. 
 
    Once again, he was stopped. 
 
    “Jesus, I forgot my invitation alright?” he said. “Ask Derek, he—” 
 
    “Your cell phone.” 
 
    The man held out a silver bowl. 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    Frank reluctantly produced his cell phone, made sure it was locked, and placed it in the bowl. 
 
    “Good luck with the auction, sir.” 
 
    He proceeded through the detector and when it didn’t ping, he continued on his way into the house.  
 
    And, for the first time in a long time, he felt completely and utterly alone.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 74 
 
      
 
    Chase and Rosa were roughly the same size. Both short and now both had dark hair. Alma was heavier, but Chase didn’t think that anyone would notice. The skin tone was an issue, but her hope was that the guests would be more focused on the art than the people handing out the drinks. 
 
    “I need those microphones and the USB key,” she said. 
 
    Rosa removed her mask and swiped a few hands of loose hair out of her face. She was sporting a ponytail. 
 
    “I’m going to need your hair elastic, too,” she said. 
 
    “What happened?” Rosa was concerned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, everything’s fine. I just need the mics, the USB, and your hair elastic. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Please, Rosa, you need to hurry.” 
 
    Rosa, her face pinched, removed the hair elastic and Chase quickly made a ponytail. While she did that, Rosa retrieved the mic and USB from her socks. Chase took these, put all but one of the mics in her own socks, and then attached one to the inside of the collar of her shirt. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what I want you to do.” Chase turned and pointed back the way she’d come from. “Head up—” 
 
    “Chase, I don’t understand. I thought—” 
 
    “Just listen okay!” The woman cringed. “I’m sorry, but there’s no time. Just go back up that hill. By the tree, you’ll see a set of goggles on the ground. Big ugly things. Lie down beside them and stay out of sight. Do you understand?” 
 
    A frightened nod. 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Rosa didn’t move. 
 
    “Go!”  
 
    This set her in motion.  
 
    “Wait!” Rosa stopped and Chase snatched the mask for her and traded it with her own. “Thanks.” 
 
    Chase waited for Rosa to start moving before she pulled the side door open and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank immediately regretted his choice of masks. Not because it didn’t fit in, but because it covered his entire face. Good, if you were pretending to be someone else. Bad if you wanted to indulge in high-price spirits. 
 
    And, God, he wanted a drink.  
 
    The only thing that was offered, by someone who was at least four inches taller than Rosa—that had a straw was a glass of soda water. Frank reluctantly took it and tilted his head back just enough to slip the straw beneath his mask and sip.  
 
    Why couldn’t they have put a little vodka in this? Is that too much to ask? 
 
    Frank wasn’t sure what to expect but wasn’t surprised that there were only maybe a dozen guests in costumes wandering around. Drink in hand, he made his way through the recently painted rooms. Every one of them displays a different painting, but he paid little attention to these. 
 
    Robyn had been the art lover in the relationship, not him. He just didn’t get the allure. Art was stagnant, inert, lifeless irrespective of the artist's skill level. 
 
    Yet, Frank appreciated the level of detail that went into the displays. Every painting was wrapped in a unique gold frame and the lighting was such that your eye couldn’t help but be drawn to the image the moment you entered the room. 
 
    As for the paintings themselves, they were landscapes that were, in his estimation, the most stagnant, inert, and lifeless of all art. Except for abstract art, but nobody knew what the fuck that was all about. 
 
    Frank pretended to be interested in the works but what he was really doing was creating a mental blueprint of the building. At the same time, he cursed himself for not asking Linus to provide him with an actual blueprint.  
 
    The foyer housed a grand piano and the elderly man playing it wore a simple mask. Something in between Frank’s own mask and the one that Rosa had modified. 
 
    Guests were constrained to the front portion of the building where the art was displayed, but he spied the servers—still no Rosa sighting—emerging from a hallway to the left. The part of the hallway nearest the foyer was done up like the rest of the rooms, but as it receded into darkness, Frank noticed that less effort had been put into this area. The plaster ceiling was peeling in places and the hardwood floors looked dull and worn.  
 
    It was like a bizarro Eyes Wide Shut, minus the good part—the sex. 
 
    Frank found himself in front of one of the art displays when someone came up next to him. 
 
    “What do you think?” The voice was thick like gravy pouring out of a ladle. 
 
    “What do I think?” Frank replied, keeping his eyes on the oil painting in front of him. “I think that I don’t know much about art.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you won’t be too upset to learn that this one has already been sold.” 
 
    Beside the painting was a card listing details about the work, including the artist and inspiration. There was an additional placard wedged between the painting and the frame that read SOLD. 
 
    Frank couldn’t help but think about the similarities between this painting and the one that he’d seen in the video that Duane had given him. 
 
    “That was quick,” he remarked, then finally looked at the man to his right. 
 
    The most surprising thing wasn’t the man’s giant build or the mask that barely covered his fat face or the rings that adorned nearly every finger. It was the fact that somehow this man had managed to walk right up next to him without Frank noticing. 
 
    Rosa might not have recognized him from St. Thomas’ club, but Frank knew exactly who this was: Lucius Rexx, multi-billionaire majority owner of the oil company Rexxoil.  
 
    The man breathed heavily, and then brought a tall glass to his lips and sipped. There was a cherry floating in his drink. 
 
    “Most of these are already gone in the pre-auction,” Lucius informed him.  
 
    Frank decided to press him a little.  
 
    “Missed on that one. Is there a post-auction, too?” 
 
    A throaty chuckle made the man’s many chins quiver. 
 
    “No, no post auction. The after-party, though…” 
 
    Frank got the impression that he was being tested; he just wasn’t sure what the right answer was. 
 
    Considering that he was new money, and Lucius’ money was so old that it had great-grandchildren, he went with ignorance. 
 
    “I didn’t hear about an after-party.” 
 
    Lucius' dark eyes fell on Frank and didn’t leave. 
 
    “Well, then perhaps you weren’t invited. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” With that, the man shifted his considerable bulk and started to walk away. 
 
    Whoops, wrong answer. 
 
    Trying not to make it too obvious, Frank followed him with his. 
 
    Lucius entered an adjoining room and started to speak to two men in masks. 
 
    Two men that, despite their disguises, Frank recognized instantly: Oliver Thatch, Chief of Staff at the ATF, and Delvecchio, the Director of the FBI. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 75 
 
      
 
    The party was everything Chase Adams hated: the three Ps. 
 
    Pompous, pretentious, and full of pricks.  
 
    People didn’t come here for the art. They came here because they could come here. And they thought that no one would stop them from coming here and doing whatever the fuck they wanted. 
 
    They were wrong. 
 
    Even though Chase had yet to serve a single drink or platter of food, she’d already spotted someone she recognized although this was no feat of discovery.  
 
    Lucius Rexx was the size of a house. 
 
    “Take this, Rosa. No meat for the big—you’re not Rosa.” 
 
    Chase had been staring down the hallway and into the foyer when the woman approached. When she recognized the voice as Maria’s, Rosa’s contact, she deliberately avoided looking at her. 
 
    Now, she spun and grabbed the woman’s arm. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” she warned. Even behind the mask, Chase saw Maria’s eyes widen. “Don’t say a word.” 
 
    Rosa tried to back away, but Chase didn’t let her. “Don’t.”  
 
    Chase slowly unfurled her fingers from the back of the woman’s arm and took the plate from her. She took the first few steps backward, holding Rosa’s eyes, trying to intimidate her. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    Chase balanced the tray in one hand, walked through the foyer, past the old man on the keys, and into a well-lit room. 
 
    Lucius spotted her and waddled over. 
 
    “No meat?” he asked, his eyes locked on the plate of canapes. 
 
    Although she’d never met the man before, Chase still avoided speaking for fear of someone else in the room recognizing her voice. 
 
    She shook her head and Lucius patted his enormous belly. 
 
    “Good, because I’m starving.” 
 
    No, I don’t think you are. 
 
    The man shoved three of the silver-dollar-sized appetizers into his mouth and swallowed them with just a single chew. Then he grabbed four or five additional ones and consumed these more judiciously. 
 
    “Ma’am, think I could get a scotch on the rocks? A double?” a voice asked from behind her.  
 
    Chase thought the voice sounded familiar, but it wasn’t until she turned and saw this much smaller man’s bald head that she recognized him, too. 
 
    And it took all of her effort not to gawk and stare. 
 
    She’d seen this man only once before, but everything about that day was etched in her memory.  
 
    It was the Rosslyn coroner, the man who had been huddled over Tim Jardine’s corpse beneath the overpass. The same one who had sent the body to the ATF for disposal. 
 
    Jesus, they’re all in on it. All of them. 
 
    Chase held the plate out to him, but he just looked at it. 
 
    “Scotch on the rocks, double.” 
 
    She nodded and hurried back to the makeshift kitchen.  
 
    Once there, she set the plate down and took a moment to catch her breath. 
 
    Jesus, they’re all in on it. All of them. Chase took a deep breath and stood up straight. It wasn’t exactly a smile that formed on her face, but it was something close. And they’re all going down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 76 
 
      
 
    Frank backed out of the room, making a deliberate effort not to get too close to Oliver Thatch and Joel Delvecchio. Lucius Rexx, too. 
 
    He found himself alone in front of another painting, another landscape. According to the card in the corner, this one wasn’t for sale. 
 
    According to Lucius, some of the paintings had already been sold and, evidently, some weren’t for sale.  
 
    Frank had been to several art galleries in his time but only one art auction. And at that auction, everything there had been for sale. There was something different about this auction, the paintings, the entire set-up. He felt it deep in his gut and didn’t think his opinion was influenced by what he’d seen in Duane’s video. 
 
    But, come to think of it, the painting hanging behind Pauly Lopez’s corpse had been sold, too. The painting that these rich, powerful assholes bought that Linus could find no record of on the Internet. 
 
    These people loved to show off, to flex, so why were they so interested in paintings that had little or no resale value? 
 
    Surely, The Duffy Group could have acquired actual, valuable works of art to sell. By all accounts, the real prizes were reserved for the after-party, but Frank couldn’t help but think that the paintings were somehow involved. 
 
    He leaned closer to the image. 
 
    Like the others, it was a landscape and not a particularly good one. The sky was a strange green color and the ground a muddy brown.  
 
    According to the description, the work was called “Journey through the Piedras Negras.” 
 
    Frank knew the name;  Piedras Negras was a small village near the Eagle Pass border crossing into Texas.  
 
    The artist was Pedro Luna and he’d painted it in 2008. He’d used 51 different colors and the painting weighed 11.2 ounces.  
 
    I guess that’s why the sky is messed up and the earth is so muddy, he thought.  
 
    Frank had never read a painting description like this one before. A description of the media used, even the brushes, maybe, was common, but the weight? The number of colors? 
 
    He shook his head and chalked this up to just another bizarre aspect of the auction amidst a sea of peculiarity. 
 
    “This one’s unavailable.” It was the woman in the red dress. She had a deep voice, one that reminded Frank of Elizabeth Holmes, the woman behind the Theranos scam. “Perhaps the painting over here will be of interest?” 
 
    No, I doubt that. 
 
    Frank let the woman lead him to another painting. In this one, the sky and earth were both shades of brown, making it difficult to distinguish the two. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I think this painting is terrible, he thought, but what he said was, “I like it.” 
 
    Frank leaned into the description. 
 
    “Journey through the Rio Bravo. These guys sure like their journeys, don’t they?” 
 
    The woman laughed. 
 
    Based on the title, he expected it to have been created by the same artist, Pedro Luna. Only it wasn’t. 
 
    This artist was Daniel Mendez. But like Pedro, Daniel also felt the need to reveal trade secrets and claimed to have used 54 colors to bring the overall painting weight to 13.1 ounces. He painted it in 2009. 
 
    “If you want to bid, I suggest you do so soon. Once the piano stops, whoever has the highest bid wins.” 
 
    Unlike Journey through the Piedra Negras, which wasn’t for sale, this painting already had six bids. The first was for $10,000 followed by the bidder’s initials: OT. But there were five others, the last being $42,000 dollars by LR; Lucius Rexx. 
 
    He’s willing to pay 42k for this piece of shit? 
 
    Frank realized that the woman in the dress was waiting for a response. 
 
    “I think I’ll keep looking for now, thanks.” 
 
    He needed to think, to concentrate. He needed to get away from this woman. But she had other ideas, hooking her arm through his and guiding him to the next painting. This one wasn’t for sale either but when she tried to pull Frank along, he stopped her to read the description. 
 
    Frank committed this information to memory and moved to the next painting, also not for sale. 
 
    “Is anything still available here?” he asked, trying to keep it light. 
 
    The woman took this the wrong way and sounded offended when she replied with, “Of course, there are thirteen of them available this evening.” 
 
    Frank caught a glimpse of the description. 
 
    Journey through the Piedra Negras, 2008. Domingo Pancho. 54 colors, 11.1 ounces. 
 
    The same name? Why would two paintings at an auction have the exact same name? And they’re by different artists? 
 
    What the hell is going on here? 
 
    “We need to be quick. The piano will stop soon.” 
 
    “Just—” 
 
    And then it hit him like a lightning bolt to the crown of his head. It was so simple, so brazenly obvious, that Frank was angry at himself for not seeing it earlier. 
 
    Pedro Luna, Daniel Mendez, Domingo Pancho.  
 
    PL, DM, DP. 
 
    Pauly Lopez, Diego Montoya, Duane Price.  
 
    2008, 2009, 2008. That’s the year they were born. He knew this from their Deportation Orders. 
 
    And the number of colors?  
 
    Frank scratched his chin.  
 
    He didn’t know what that meant.  
 
    But the weight… 11.2 ounces for the first Journey through the Piedra Negras.  
 
    Frank thought back to the video, of Pauly Lopez slumped on the couch, his torso covered in welts. He’d been slight, very thin. 
 
    All the pieces suddenly fell into place, and he knew why some of the paintings weren’t for sale. 
 
    Pauly Lopez was from Piedra Negras, just over the Mexican border. He was born in 2008, was 5’1” tall and weighed 112 pounds. 
 
    And his painting wasn’t for sale because he was dead. 
 
    An uncomfortable flush started in Frank’s chest and spread outward to the very tips of his fingers and toes. 
 
    They weren’t auctioning paintings at all. 
 
    They were auctioning kids. 
 
    But before Frank could do anything more than gasp, the man at the piano suddenly stopped playing.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 77 
 
      
 
    Chase had expected to be serving drinks and food for at least an hour and probably two or three before things really picked up. Before the after-party began. But she’d barely done three rounds before the piano stopped. 
 
    She watched as the elderly man in the mask closed the lid, stood up, and walked away. 
 
    And then all the lights cut out. 
 
    Chase tensed, but when none of the other servers reacted, she relaxed a little; this was just part of the show. 
 
    And she knew this was her chance. 
 
    Rosa had instructions to find a list, insert a USB, and, first and foremost, stay safe. 
 
    But Chase had a different agenda. 
 
    She was going to find the kids. 
 
    They had to be here somewhere, probably terrified out of their minds. 
 
    No, not probably. Definitely. 
 
    Chase backed up only to immediately bump into someone. She muttered an apology and then continued moving in the opposite direction of the art instillation. The complete and utter darkness made her progress slow, but Chase kept going with one hand out in front of her and one against the wall. 
 
    The lights came back on, and she shut her eyes against the glare. 
 
    Chase wanted to wait for her pupils to constrict but then she heard the sound of a chair being pulled out. 
 
    Squinting hard, she managed to make out a door to her left. It was partly open, and she saw someone moving inside. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Chase scuttled to the other side of the door and pushed back against the wall, which looked like it was about to fall off the hinges it had deteriorated so significantly. It was in worse shape than the kitchen they used to prepare the appetizers. Trying to regulate her breathing, she slid the mask over her face and waited. 
 
    If the man came out of the room and looked her way, she didn’t know what she would do. 
 
    The man’s outline was large, about Derek Madsen’s size; overpowering him wouldn’t be an option. 
 
    That left ignorance, pretending that she’d gotten lost. Or maybe she could feign being drunk, having indulged in the booze reserved for the guests. 
 
    Neither option was appealing as she’d either get tossed out or have a chaperone for the rest of the evening. 
 
    The door opened and Chase tensed. 
 
    She’d been wrong. He wasn’t about Madsen’s size. 
 
    This man was bigger. 
 
    He would mop the floor with her, but Chase made up her mind: she wasn’t going to go down without a fight. 
 
    Except the guard didn’t look her way. He left the room, muttered something unintelligible, and proceeded toward the kitchen. 
 
    Chase couldn’t believe her luck. The second he disappeared into the kitchen, she ducked inside the room.  
 
    Zero time or money had been spent cleaning this place up. The drywall was broken in multiple places, revealing horizontal shims beneath. Most of these were snapped in half. It was a miracle that the place hadn’t collapsed entirely.  
 
    In the center of the room was a foldout table and on top of that, three computer monitors. The first showed the front steps and she spotted two guards standing at the top, hands folded in front of them. The second, the main foyer. The piano player may have gone, but everyone was gathered around the instrument.  
 
    A woman in a long red dress and an elaborate, feathered mask stood on top of the piano her hands out to her sides. All eyes were locked on her. 
 
    The third camera was aimed at a door at the bottom of a set of cracked concrete steps. It was closed. 
 
    That’s where they’re keeping them. 
 
    “Welcome to the 21st annual silent auction!”  
 
    The sound came from the foyer and was muffled, but the words perfectly matched the lips of the woman in the red dress’.  Chase was tempted to stay and watch, but she knew that it would only be a matter of time before the security guard returned. 
 
    And with everyone focused on the woman in red, now was her chance to find that door, the kids. 
 
    Chase leaned out of the room and glanced down the hall.  
 
    It was still empty. 
 
    She started to leave the room and then stopped. 
 
    The USB! 
 
    Chase went back into the room and pulled the tiny device from her sock. She plugged into a port at the back of the PC on the floor, hiding it between the connection for one of the monitors and the keyboard.  
 
    There was no way anyone was going to notice it. Linus had told Rosa just to plug it in and he would do the rest remotely.  
 
    She took another moment to affix a new mic to her shirt, not bothering to hide it in her collar.  
 
    Then she checked the hallway again, confirmed that it was still empty, and darted from the room. 
 
    It wasn’t too difficult to find the staircase leading to the door that she’d seen on the camera. This deep in the house, the walls were in such a state of disrepair that she could see through most of them. Not only that, but she had to step over several pieces of broken lumber, which looked thick and load bearing. 
 
    Again, she was surprised that the place was still standing. 
 
    Toward the western side, she spotted the staircase, cut out of the concrete. 
 
    She hurried toward it, her legs moving faster than the rest of her body, which almost made her careen down the stairs. 
 
    After righting herself, Chase tried the door handle. It was locked. The door itself, painted a deep maroon, was new as was the frame.  
 
    There was only one reason Chase could think of to install a new door in a place that was falling apart. 
 
    To lock people in. 
 
    Chase tried the silver doorknob a second time, just to be sure. 
 
    It didn’t budge. 
 
    She moved her mouth so close to the door that her lips nearly brushed the surface. 
 
    “Hello? Anyone in there?” 
 
    There was no reply but when she pressed her ear against the door, she swore she heard movement. This encouraged her to try again a little louder this time. 
 
    “Hello? I’m here to help. Anyone in there?” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Chase remembered the broken wood upstairs and headed back in that direction with the intention of wedging one of the smaller pieces between the door and the frame to pry it open. 
 
    The first section was a 4x4—too thick for her purpose. But a splintered 2x4 would work perfectly. 
 
    She bent down and grabbed the three-and-a-half-foot section of lumber and tested the heft of it in her hands. 
 
    This will work, she thought. This has to work. 
 
    Chase took two steps when someone grabbed her shoulder and said, in a harsh whisper, “They know you’re here.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 78 
 
      
 
    Frank was gone now.  
 
    Not even a chameleon-like Tate could stay in character after what he’d discovered. 
 
    He expected Senator Chris Duffy to finally make an appearance—a politician could never resist a grand stage—but the namesake of The Duffy Group was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Did he know that they were onto him? 
 
    “Welcome to the 21st annual silent auction,” the woman with the blonde hair and the red dress announced. “Thank you very much for attending, and I do apologize for the unexpectedly low number of paintings available this evening. Unfortunately, three of which have already been sold but congratulations are in order for the thirteen of you who ended up winning. “ 
 
    The three paintings that represented Paul Lopez, Roger Robledo, and Duane Price. 
 
    Tate felt his stomach tighten. 
 
    They hadn’t been sold—they were dead. 
 
    He wished he had his gun with him, but he also didn’t. 
 
    Tate wasn’t sure what he would have done with his piece in his hand.  
 
    “But, again, a big congratulations to all of you who managed to win one of these beautiful paintings this evening. As for the rest of you, better luck next time.” 
 
    “When will be the next time?” said a man Tate didn’t recognize. The crowd had swelled during his time inspecting the paintings with the Marilyn Monroe wannabe. He counted at least thirty people in the foyer, but there were probably more. He tried to figure out who they were by inspecting their body shapes, their mannerisms but he was too distracted to come to any conclusions. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we will be taking a small hiatus for the next three months.”  
 
    Groans from the crowd. 
 
    Their disappointment disgusted him. 
 
    Made him seethe. 
 
    Drones from the crowd, and Tate found himself wondering if everybody here knew what this place really was. 
 
    “As usual, you will receive a card with the time and date. Now, for those who unfortunately did not win a painting tonight, please exit via the front doors. We thank you for your patronage and hope to see you again next time.” 
 
    Patronage… 
 
    It was as if they were talking about hamburgers and French fries and not people. 
 
    Tate was torn; he wanted to stay, to beat the living shit out of the thirteen—no, fourteen, including the woman—’winners’. 
 
    But he was outnumbered and there was also the EPS to consider. He hadn’t seen any of Madsen’s guards for a while, but he had no doubt that they were here somewhere.  
 
    Tate started formulating a plan to get back into the house as he fell in with the crowd.  
 
    Even among the losers, there was nervous excitement in the air, as if just being close to the after-party was enough for them to get off. 
 
    They were handing out cell phones, everyone laughing as they reached in and grabbed their mobile devices. Tate spotted his and had just picked it up when someone called out to him. 
 
    “Frank?” 
 
    Keep walking, a voice in his head warned. 
 
    But he didn’t. He stopped and turned. 
 
    It was Derek Madsen. 
 
    “Frank? Where are you going?” 
 
    Tate moved the hand holding his cell phone behind his back and slipped it into the rear pocket of his pants. 
 
    “I was—” 
 
    “Come with me. You won. You won a painting.” 
 
    Madsen smiled, but behind his mask, Tate scowled. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 79 
 
      
 
    Chase rocketed backward, smashing into the person gripping her. Her mask was pushed to one side, and she heard him grunt and fall.  
 
    Raising the 2x4 over her head, she spun, prepared to bring it down with all her strength. 
 
    And she almost did. 
 
    But then she saw the man—no the kid, he couldn’t have been more twelve—cowering and covering his face with his hands. 
 
    It was Paul Lopez, only it couldn’t be him.  
 
    Paul was dead. 
 
    Still, this knowledge failed to stop Chase from uttering his name. 
 
    “Paul?” 
 
    The kid lowered his hands.  
 
    It wasn’t Paul. 
 
    It was Diego Montoya. Chase recognized him from his Deportation Order. 
 
    “Please,” he whimpered. “They know you’re here—I was just trying to warn you.” 
 
    “Who?” Chase lowered the wood and Diego got first to his knees, then stood.  
 
    He was skinny and frail. But it was definitely the same boy in the photograph.  
 
    “I was trying to warn you,” the boy said, backing away towards the steps. 
 
    “Who are you?” Chase said more loudly than she had anticipated. The sound reverberated off the nearly empty space, creating a noisy echo. 
 
    “I was going to the bathroom, and I heard the talking—the guards. They said they couldn’t find the FBI Agent. That’s you, right?” 
 
    Chase was confused. She knew who this boy was but how could he possibly know her? 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I heard them.” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “How do you know that I’m with the FBI?” 
 
    The boy looked down. 
 
    “Duane told me he saw you guys on the news. He was scared, on the run. Said that he couldn’t trust anyone but that he thought he could trust you. And then he saw you that day…” 
 
    Diego didn’t need to specify which day. 
 
    It was the day Tim Jardine had been killed. 
 
    Chase was still trying to wrap her head around all of this. But there would be time for that later. Now, they needed to go. 
 
    She reached for Diego’s arm, but he backed up. 
 
    “Diego, we need to go.” 
 
    “I—I can’t go.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Diego shook his head. 
 
    “This is my job, my life. If I leave, I’ll have to go back to Mexico.” 
 
    Chase’s heart broke. 
 
    They’d threatened him with actual deportation if he stepped out of line. And it made her wonder how bad his—theirs; Roger’s, Pauly’s, Manuel’s, Duane’s—life had been on the other side of the border. 
 
    There was undoubtedly another aspect at play. A sort of Stockholm Syndrome. 
 
    She didn’t want to frighten the boy, but things were winding down in the foyer. The after-party was about to start soon. 
 
    “Diego, Duane’s dead. So is Roger. They killed him.” 
 
    “What?” Diego gasped.  
 
    “They shot him in the head, right in front me. They shut him up not because he talked but because they thought he might talk. They’re savages and what they are doing to you guys isn’t right. If you stick around, they’ll kill you too.” 
 
    Diego whimpered but still didn’t move. 
 
    “I can’t go back.” 
 
    “You won’t go back. I promise you. You will not go back to Mexico. There’s something better out there for you. Please, you don’t want to end up like your friends, dying from some horrible disease or being shot. Come with me, Diego. I’ll help you.” 
 
    Chase held out her hand, willing him to take it.  
 
    Diego finally reached for her but just before their fingers touched, he stopped. 
 
    “I can’t leave.” 
 
    “Diego, you can! You can leave, please!” 
 
    Diego turned his hand over and pointed his finger at the maroon door. 
 
    “No, I can’t leave without them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 80 
 
      
 
    Frank Trebeck hadn’t won an auction; he hadn’t even bid. 
 
    But Tate went with Madsen anyway. If he hadn’t managed to grab his phone, he probably would have gone with his original plan of leaving the house and returning later with the cavalry. 
 
    This was an opportunity he couldn’t pass up. Like Duane, he could take a recording but unlike the unfortunate teenager, Tate knew who he could trust, and he would get the video in someone’s hands who wouldn’t sit on it for the better part of a year.  
 
    Madsen led him through the rooms that had housed the paintings—they had since been removed from the walls, along with the guests and the auction winners—and into a narrow hallway that had clearly been a recent addition. This hall was lined with doors, which were also new. 
 
    Madsen opened one of these doors. 
 
    “So, Mr. Trebeck, I just wanted to—” 
 
    Tate wasn’t expecting the shove, and he went sprawling into the room. The door closed and locked before he could pull himself to his feet. 
 
    The room was small, maybe 12 x 15 feet and contained a couch, a chair, and that same strange dialysis machine that Tate had seen in attached to Pauly’s arm in the video.  
 
    He snapped a closeup with his phone, ensuring that the image went to the cloud, and then called Chase. 
 
    There was no answer, so he swapped over to the mic that he’d planted on his partner up on the hill. It was dead, which wasn’t a surprise; well over an hour had passed since he’d stuck it to the back of her shirt. 
 
    He switched to the other mics, the ones that he’d given Rosa and picked up a female voice. 
 
    “Diego, you can! You can leave, please!” 
 
    This was followed by a young boy saying, “No, I can’t leave without them.” 
 
    The first had been Chase’s voice, but that wasn’t possible. 
 
    I probably just mixed up the mics. 
 
    Although, this didn’t explain why he was hearing Chase loud and clear. The mic he’d put on Madsen had barely lasted forty minutes. 
 
    Still, Tate listened. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to use this to break the down,” Chase said. 
 
    “You don’t have to; I have a key.” 
 
    Who was she talking to? And where? She was supposed to be on the hill with her drone, doing reconnaissance. 
 
    A terrifying thought suddenly came to him. 
 
    What if she saw me going down the hill in her goggles and decided to follow? 
 
    Tate’s blood ran cold. 
 
    That didn’t make sense, though. Tate had barely gotten in and he’d had an alias and someone on the inside. 
 
    The door unlocked and Tate quickly started to record before he slipped it into his back pocket. 
 
    A man strode into the room.  
 
    He was still wearing his costume, but Tate recognized him instantly. 
 
    It was the bald coroner. 
 
    “Mr. Trebeck, congrats on winning the auction.” The man set a case down on the couch and opened it. Inside, there was a series of tubes, syringes, and other devices that Tate couldn’t identify. The coroner removed a syringe and held it up. Catching Tate’s stare, he said, “Is this your first time?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” Tate stammered, changing the pitch of his voice. He didn’t think the man would remember him given the short interaction they’d had below the overpass, but he didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    “Well, you needn’t be frightened.” He wagged the syringe in the air. “This shouldn’t hurt and if it does, well, trust me, it will allll be worth it.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you have a key?” 
 
    “I have a key,” Diego repeated. To prove this point, he produced it. 
 
    Chase frowned. The mask was still hanging off the side of her face and she angrily pulled it free and threw it to the ground. 
 
    She grabbed the key from the boy. 
 
    “If you had the key, why didn’t you leave?” she demanded, but deep down she knew the answer. 
 
    “I-I—” the boy stuttered, “I don’t—” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay.” 
 
    Chase had one goal now: just the kids out. They could deal with everything else later. 
 
    She took two steps and then stopped. 
 
    Two sets of footsteps approached from behind. Chase’s eyes went wide, and she considered her options. 
 
    Ideally, she would take Diego and hide. And after the men left, she would sneak out of the house and deliver him to safety. 
 
    But Diego had already said that he wouldn’t leave without the others. 
 
    Chase cursed under her breath.  
 
    “Take this,” she hissed, giving a wide-eyed Diego his key back. “Don’t do anything.” 
 
    And then Chase tightened her grip on the piece of wood and slunk into the shadows. 
 
    “You know which kid goes in which room?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I got the list,” the other replied.  
 
    They were EPS guards and Chase noticed a bulge on each of their hips; they were packing. 
 
    “Diego? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I—I just—I just—” 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Chase tensed.  
 
    “You just what?” 
 
    Diego stiffened and Chase prepared to attack. 
 
    “I just had to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    The first guard looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “Give me the key.” 
 
    Diego handed it over. The man looked he was going to say something else, but then shook his head and started down the stairs with his partner.  
 
    Diego was in front of them. 
 
    Chase changed her angle to get a better look. 
 
    The guard unlocked the door and opened it. 
 
    “Alright, you guys know the drill. Keep your mouths shut and do what they say, and you’ll get paid. Fuck around and you’ll find out.”  
 
    Chase was squeezing the wood so hard now that her hand started to ache. 
 
    There were twelve of them in the basement. Twelve scared looking carbon copies of Diego, Manny, Pauly, Roger, and Duane. 
 
    Some of them were sitting but when the guard gestured angrily, they all rose and started out of the room with their heads down. 
 
    Run, Chase silently urged. Just run. They can’t catch you all.  
 
    But they didn’t want to run. These kids were indoctrinated, and this is what they knew. They did as they were told and were paid handsomely for it. Abused and used, God only knows what else. But in return they got to stay in the US. Make their families proud. 
 
    Chase was reminded of her sister, of Georgina, or back then, Riley. She could have left Brian Jalston’s clutches anytime she wanted to.  
 
    But she’d stayed. 
 
    Anger coursed through her, threatening to overwhelm. 
 
    “Come on move!” the guard intoned, pushing the kids up the stairs.  
 
    Chase watched them pass. She wanted to attack, to smash these assholes heads in. But what would that accomplish?  
 
    She’d get a bullet in the head and these men would just people would just keep on doing what they were doing.  
 
    They’d probably laugh about her. Talk about the silly little FBI Agent lady who tried to stop them. 
 
    Who did she think she was? 
 
    Diego was last now, and Chase waited for him to come close to her before stepping forward and wrapping her free hand around his mouth. 
 
    She pressed him to her chest and dragged him into the shadows. 
 
    Nobody noticed. 
 
    “Give me that list,” the first guard said. 
 
    They kept walking, their voices growing faint. 
 
    “Shit, where’s Diego?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Diego? Diego!” 
 
    Chase felt the boy tense and she held him even tighter. 
 
    “I’ll go get him. You take the others to their rooms.” 
 
    The footsteps grew louder, and Chase finally let Diego go, signaling for him to stay quiet. 
 
    “Diego? Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    The man got to the top of the stairs and peered down. 
 
    “Diego, get the fuck up here!” 
 
    Chase waited for him to descend two steps before attacking. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 81 
 
      
 
    Linus Bowen kept telling himself that this was completely normal.  
 
    Completely and utterly normal. 
 
    Two FBI agents unofficially working a case that involved some of the most powerful men in Washington. A case in which these men were kidnapping kids and torturing them. 
 
    Tate and Chase had been together at first, but then split up to obtain different angles. 
 
    That was normal.  
 
    And then, one of the agents changed into a fancy outfit, donned a mask, and ran down the hill to the house. 
 
    That was normal, too. 
 
    The second agent did the same, only they went to a different part of the house. 
 
    Neither mentioned this to each other.  
 
    Normal… right? 
 
    Watching through the eyes of the drone, Linus saw a crowd of masked individuals leave through the front doors. 
 
    Please, just come out holding hands, he silently begged. Holding hands, kissing, fucking, I don’t care. Just come out. 
 
    But they never did. And when all the other guests got into their cars and drove off, Linus knew that he had to do something. 
 
    He hated fieldwork.  
 
    Hated it with a passion. 
 
    But they needed him.  
 
    Linus grabbed his phone, planning to call this in, to tell Hampton that Chase and Tate were stuck on the inside. 
 
    But then what? 
 
    Hampton couldn’t exactly just relay this to the Washington office. Or if he did, that would be even worse. 
 
    Delvecchio would find out and their cover would be blown.  
 
    “Fuck it,” Linus said. He scooped up his gun and tucked it into the front of his pants. Then he thought of what would happen if it accidentally went off and switched it to around back. 
 
    The last thing he saw from the livestream was the woman in the red dress and her monopoly man date getting into the Mercedes SUV. 
 
    Linus ran down the stairs and got into his car. He peeled out so fast that the agent who was supposed to be watching over him wasn’t even able to follow. 
 
    “God damn it, I hate fieldwork.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 82 
 
      
 
    “Please remove your shirt, Mr. Trebeck,” the coroner said as he continued to prepare the dialysis machine. 
 
    Tate wanted to throttle man. To wrap his hands around the geezers’ throat and just choke the life out of him. 
 
    “Mr. Trebek?”  
 
    Tate undid the first two buttons of his dress shirt. 
 
    “Good. I know you’re nervous. I was nervous my first time, too. But it will all be worth it. Once you get the boy’s blood in you, it will all be worth it. You will feel young again. Alive.” 
 
    He was demented, deranged. 
 
    They all were. 
 
    There was a light knock at the door and it opened. A young boy stood in the hall with his head low, his shaggy dark hair covering his eyes. Behind him was an EPS guard. 
 
    The coroner didn’t take his eyes off his materials as he said, “Just give us a minute, still getting set up here.” 
 
    The guard nodded and took the kid away, closing the door again before he did. 
 
    Tate took off his shirt and laid it on the chair. 
 
    “Good, good,” the coroner said, lifting a clear plastic tube. Tate stepped closer. 
 
    For some reason, he couldn’t stop thinking about the word ‘commandeer’. It was such a stupid word, especially when used in reference to a person. You commandeered a battle station not a person. Not a kid. 
 
    But that was exactly what they were doing.  
 
    Just give us a minute, still getting set up here, the coroner had said. And the guard had commandeered the boy away. 
 
    Tate’s blood was near boiling now.  
 
    “This here is for the boy. Once his blood is running into the machine, you—” 
 
    Tate yanked the tube from the man’s hand and then wrapped it around his neck while spinning the coroner around. 
 
    The coroner was so shocked by this, that by the time he realized what was happening, his airway was already being closed off. 
 
    The man gasps and hissed and tried to pull the tube from his throat. 
 
    Tate leaned backward, using his entire 230-pound frame to hoist the much smaller man off the ground. 
 
    The coroner didn’t put up much a fight; he was used to overpowering little kids and not struggle against grown adults who were dead set on killing them. 
 
    After twenty seconds, the coroner stopped struggling. 
 
    After a minute, his body went limp.  
 
    Tate held on for another thirty count.  
 
    And then he let all the strength was sapped out of him and he let go. The coroner fell loudly to the ground. 
 
    “Doc?” He heard the guard shout from the hall. “Doc?” 
 
    The door opened and Tate readied himself for a much different fight this time.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 83 
 
      
 
    It was a homerun swing that would have made Aaron Judge proud.  
 
    The guard heard her running and turned at the very last second. 
 
    The splintered piece of lumber hit him square in the face and a sickening crunch echoed off the concrete staircase.  
 
    The man went rigid and fell back. The crunch was joined by a wet smack as his head smashed off the stairs. 
 
    The guard slid to the bottom, out cold. 
 
    Maybe dead. 
 
    Chase dropped the weapon and grabbed Diego. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    “I can’t leave them,” the boy whimpered. “I can’t.” 
 
    “We’ll come back for them! I promise. If we’re still here when they find him, we’re going to end up like Roger and Duane and Pauly. Now, move!” 
 
    Chase tugged the boy. She didn’t know if it was because she’d mentioned his friends or if Diego was only coming with her barbecue that he was conditioned to follow orders. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    They took the stairs together, her jumping over the guard’s downed body, him tiptoeing around. 
 
    Chase didn’t want to leave the others either, but so long as she had Diego then she could put an end to all of this.  
 
    She squeezed the boy’s hand and prayed that the basement led to the walkout beneath the deck that she’d seen with the drone.  
 
    Chase was in luck. 
 
    There was a door on the other side, one that was much older than the maroon one. 
 
    She prepared herself to kick it in, but then changed her mind. 
 
    It was unlocked. 
 
    She opened it and was instantly greeted by fresh air. Breathing deep, she dragged Diego up another set of stairs. They emerged from beneath the dilapidated deck. 
 
    There was no sight of the drone, but she knew it was up there somewhere. She just hoped Linus was still watching. 
 
    She turned and crouched, staring Diego directly in the eyes. 
 
    “Diego, whatever happens just keep on running. Don’t stop. My friends will find you and they’ll keep you safe. Do you understand?” 
 
    The boy. 
 
    “Good. Now let’s go!”  
 
    Still holding his hand, the two of them started to run, trying to make it across the grass and into a wooded area about a hundred yards away.  
 
    They made it ten before Chase heard something whiz by her head. When she heard the crack of a rifle a second later, she ran even harder. 
 
    The man who had shot Roger was out there somewhere.  
 
    Hunting them. 
 
    “Run, Diego! Run!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 84 
 
      
 
    Rosa was confused and lost. 
 
    She loved her brother. She was supposed to look after him. 
 
    She’d promised her mother that she would keep Roger safe. 
 
    And she’d failed. 
 
    Rosa left the house in a daze, stopping only to grab the bear spray that she’d stashed before entering.  
 
    Her plan had been to serve canapés and other bullshit for the first half of the night. Then, she would slip away, come out here and grab the can and head back inside. 
 
    But that was shot.  
 
    Chase had taken her place.  
 
    Why had she done that? 
 
    Rosa liked the woman. She was fierce.  
 
    She didn’t take shit from anyone, and she wouldn’t back down, even from these assholes. 
 
    Rosa looked over her shoulder at the side entrance. 
 
    The temptation to go back was great.  
 
    The temptation to avenge her brother’s death was even greater. 
 
    But if she did go back inside, it almost guaranteed that she would never come out again. That didn’t bother Rosa so much. She felt bad for her husband, but it would be worth it; so long as she took one or two of them with her, it would all be worth it. 
 
    But she couldn’t risk Chase’s life, too. 
 
    Rosa, bear spray in hand, reluctantly walked up the hill in the direction that Chase had indicated. 
 
    She had no problem finding the goggles—their white outline stood out on the green grass. 
 
    Rosa sat and put them on. 
 
    Her world instantly changed. She felt the earth slip away and saw the house from a new perspective. 
 
    It was disorienting, but Rosa got used to it quickly. She realized that if she moved her head,  she could change the direction of the camera. 
 
    Rosa observed the house for nearly an hour, watched as the crowd left through the front doors. 
 
    This angered her.  
 
    They were getting away. 
 
    Where the hell is Chase? 
 
    Her anger mounted and she was beginning to regret her decision to sit idly by doing nothing. 
 
    I should be in there with her.  
 
    Rosa spotted someone break from the crowd. Everyone  was getting into their cars, but this man. He was carrying something over his shoulder, a long bag of some sort. 
 
    And he was heading up the hill. 
 
    Rosa turned her head and followed him with the drone. 
 
    The man had no idea that someone was watching him as he lay down on the top of the hill not sixty paces from where she sat and started to unpack. 
 
    Rosa observed him as he assembled the rifle. 
 
    This was the man who had killed Roger, she knew. 
 
    And the time for doing nothing had ended. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tate managed to get behind the half open door as the man burst in. He shoved the door with hands. It struck the guard in the side, sending him staggering.  
 
    Tate didn’t hesitate—he drove his shoulder into the off-balance man and together they smashed into the wall. It was mostly for show, and it cracked and buckled beneath their combined weight. 
 
    The man pushed back, shoving Tate off of him.  
 
    Tate’s mask was dislodged, and the man leered at him as he extricated himself from the drywall. 
 
    “Agent Abernathy,” he said. “We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    Tate had a split second to register this comment before the man swung at him. 
 
    Tate ducked and the man only hit air.  
 
    The second blow, which quickly followed immediately after the first, didn’t miss. It hit Tate in the side, knocking the wind out of him. 
 
    Gasping and doubling over, Tate managed to back away. 
 
    The man came at him again and with his diaphragm still paralyzed, Tate barely managed to get a forearm up to protect his head. 
 
    Searing pain exploded in his arm, from elbow all the way to his shoulder. 
 
    Another punch, another barely deflected blow. 
 
    The guard was enjoying this, and Tate couldn’t take much more of it. 
 
    Tate heard shouting from the hall as the man reared back for what was to be the final, knockout punch. 
 
    But before his knuckles made contact the walls around them suddenly came crashing down.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop!” Chase screamed. “Run!”  
 
    A second bullet flew by and caused a bowling bowl-sized patch of dirt to explode three feet to her left.  
 
    Diego was right. 
 
    They knew she was here. 
 
    And they knew she was trying to get away. 
 
    The man had missed twice, but she didn’t think he would miss a third time. 
 
    “Diego—” 
 
    Chase’s words were interrupted by a sound. Only, it wasn’t a rifle report this time.  
 
    It was something more dramatic: an explosion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At first, Tate didn’t understand what was happening.  
 
    Were there earthquakes in D.C.? He didn’t think so. 
 
    But that’s what it felt and sounded like: a massive earthquake. 
 
    The entire building shook and dust and dirt filled the air, making it impossible for him to see more than a foot in front of him. 
 
    Where was the guard? 
 
    Tate waved a battered arm in front of his face, trying to clear his vision. 
 
    He saw the guard. 
 
    The man was lying in the fetal position, blood pooling around him. 
 
    What the fuck happened? 
 
    And then Tate spotted the front bumper of a car. 
 
    He recognized it as the one he’d borrowed from Linus. 
 
    But that didn’t make sense; Linus was at home, watching the live feed from the drone. 
 
    The front tires spun, sending fragments of drywall and plaster into the air. 
 
    “Linus?” 
 
    It was Linus. 
 
    He was… here? 
 
    “Get in! Tate get in the car!” the man shouted. “Get the fuck in the car!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Part of the building was collapsing but Chase didn’t even have time to appreciate the sweet destruction. 
 
    Her foot collided with something on the grass, and she went flying. She was still holding Diego’s hand, and this caused him to go down, too. 
 
    “Get up!” Chase yelled, hoisting the slight boy to her feet. “Get up and run!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rosa crept up behind the man. The first two shots had been so loud that she was nearly deafened by them. 
 
    When the man cursed it was as if he was speaking under water. 
 
    She used the sound of him reloading to mask the noise of her popping the top off the bear spray. 
 
    As the man put his eye to the scope, Rosa stepped up to him and aimed. 
 
    “This is for Roger,” she said. 
 
    The man dropped the gun and rolled onto his back. 
 
    Rosa squeezed the trigger. 
 
    A thick spray of caustic orange fluid erupted from the can with such force that it caused Rosa to take a step back. 
 
    It was a direct hit. The liquid struck the man’s face, filling his open eyes and mouth. 
 
    Rosa rooted herself and kept her thumb on the trigger. 
 
    He screamed, clawed at his nose and mouth, trying not to breathe or swallow any of it. 
 
    It was impossible. There was just so much. His entire head was lost in the cloud. 
 
    Rosa was only partially aware that she was screaming Roger’s name.  
 
    The man sputtered, coughed, clutched at his throat as his airways began to close. 
 
    “This is for Roger!” 
 
    The man started to convulse, but she still didn’t ease up. 
 
    She leaned into it.  
 
    Rosa was so close now that she began to cough. 
 
    She was vaguely aware that a car was coming toward them. Racing toward them. 
 
    At the last second, it swerved, nearly running over the man’s head. 
 
    She wished it had stayed its course. 
 
    “Rosa?” someone yelled from the open window. “Rosa what the fuck—get in! Get in the car!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 85 
 
      
 
    The road was blocked, so Linus didn’t take the road.  
 
    Instead, he drove up the hill. 
 
    As the tires struggled to get traction, Tate called Hampton. 
 
    “Shit’s going down at the party. You need to get people out here, now!” 
 
    “What? What party?” 
 
    Tate relayed the address.  
 
    “They’re all here. Delvecchio, Thatch, even that fat fuck Lucius Rexx. You have to get here—” 
 
    Tate stopped. In addition to the car’s tires, he heard something else. Then he saw it. 
 
    There were cop cars weaving through the roadblocks, making their way to the house. 
 
    “Did you call already?” 
 
    “Tate, I have idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    A minute, maybe two had gone by since Linus had crashed into the back of the house. Even if someone called immediately, which was unlikely given the chaos that ensued, the cops couldn’t have possibly gotten here that quickly. 
 
    What the hell was going on?
“Just—just get someone out here. Now. Someone you trust.” 
 
    Tate hung up. 
 
    “Linus, Chase is on the hill. We need to pick her up.” 
 
    Linus swerved. 
 
    “She’s not, she—” 
 
    They both saw the woman at the same time. She was standing over a dark shadow, something clutching in both hands. 
 
    “That’s her! Grab her!” 
 
    “It can’t be her,” Linus muttered, but he steered toward them nonetheless. 
 
    “Jesus, slow down! You going to hit her!” 
 
    Linus jammed on the brakes and yanked the wheel, but the tires couldn’t gain any traction. 
 
    “No!” Tate shouted, covering his face like a child who was trying to avoid watching a scary movie. 
 
    They missed by mere inches and the car finally came to a stop. 
 
    Tate pulled his hands away from his face and yelled, “Chase, get in!” 
 
    Only, it wasn’t Chase. It was Rosa. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Get in,” Linus instructed, and Rosa dropped the bear spray and climbed into the backseat. 
 
    A cloud of noxious fumes followed her. 
 
    “Where the fuck—” Tate coughed. “Where the fuck is Chase?” 
 
    Rosa, who was fighting a coughing fit of her own, could only point. 
 
    “No,” Tate moaned.  
 
    She was indicating the house. 
 
    Chase was inside the house. The house that was half buried under a pile of rubble. 
 
    “He was—was shooting at—” Rosa gagged. 
 
    Linus was hitting the gas again, white knuckling the car down the hill in the direction that they’d just come. 
 
    “Was she inside?” Tate asked desperately. 
 
    Rosa shook her head. 
 
    “He was shooting toward the woods. I think she was running!” 
 
    Tate opened his window all the way and leaned out, breathing deeply to clear his lungs of fumes. 
 
    “There!” he screamed. “She’s there!” 
 
    There were two of them, Chase and a boy.  
 
    At first, upon hearing the car, they ran even harder. But when Chase finally looked over her shoulder and saw who it was, she stopped. 
 
    Linus made sure not to get too close this time. 
 
    “Chase, get in the car,” Tate ordered. “Bring the boy with you.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 86 
 
      
 
    The boy’s name was Diego Montoya, and he was terrified. 
 
    Tate watched as he barely managed to bring the glass of ice water to his lips and drink. 
 
    They were huddled around Rosa’s kitchen table—Tate, Chase, Rosa, Linus, and Diego—all waiting for him to speak. 
 
    “Do I have to go home now?” he asked softly. “Do I have to go back to Mexico.” 
 
    Chase rubbed his back. 
 
    “No, you don’t ever have to go back, Diego. And you don’t have to ever go to one of those parties again, either.” 
 
    Rosa was drinking coffee. Tate was drinking tequila. 
 
    His whole body hurt, and the booze helped to numb some of the pain. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Diego,” Chase said, setting her phone down on the table. 
 
    It was recording. 
 
    Diego took one more drink and then sighed. 
 
    “I think I’m ready now.” 
 
    Tate looked at Rosa. 
 
    “Maybe you want to step into the other room?” he asked. 
 
    Rosa shook her head. 
 
    “No, I want to hear this.” 
 
    Tate nodded and turned to Diego. 
 
    “Okay, go ahead. Tell us about the parties.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The story started off the same as Roger’s, with Diego in the trunk. Only he wasn’t with his sister, he was with two other kids he barely knew: Duane and Manuel. 
 
    Pauly was in the dash.  
 
    They almost made it. But then someone asked the driver, the driver that they had given all of their money to, to pull over. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, they were all discovered, even Pauly. 
 
    They were placed in different cells and told that they would be sent back to Mexico. 
 
    Diego cried. 
 
    His mother was going to be so upset—she’d given the driver everything they had to get him over the border. 
 
    But then something happened. 
 
    A man came, told him that he wouldn’t be going home after all. That if he wanted to stay, all he had to do was serve drinks at a fancy party. 
 
    Diego thought the man was joking, but he was serious. 
 
    And they would pay him, too. 
 
    It seemed like a dream.  
 
    And at first, it was. He got new clothes, a haircut, an apartment to live in with the other kids. 
 
    The parties were fancy, and everyone was so nice. 
 
    At this point, Diego’s voice hitched, and he faltered. 
 
    “It’s okay, take your time,” Chase said. 
 
    And then she reached out and placed her hand on top of his.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid, you’re in luck. You’re invited to the after-party,” Derek Madsen said. 
 
    Diego frowned. 
 
    “What’s an after-party?” 
 
    The man smiled. His teeth were impossibly white. 
 
    “It’s where you can make some real money. Stick around. After your friends leave, don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    Diego continued to serve drinks, going about his business as he always did.  
 
    He walked up to a man in a dark mask who was staring at a painting of a landscape.  
 
    It was called Journey through Los Alamos. But it didn’t look anything like Los Alamos; Diego knew, because that was where he’d grown up. 
 
    ““You like this painting?” the white man asked. He was old. His hair was thinning, and he had spots on his neck and throat. 
 
    “Yes,” Diego lied. 
 
    The man chuckled and Diego gave him his drink.  
 
    Back in the kitchen, he saw Roger. 
 
    Roger didn’t talk much, but they all knew that he’d been working the parties for the longest. 
 
    “Roger, what’s an after-party?” 
 
    Roger didn’t smile much, either. It was probably because he was always bruised and injured. 
 
    Duane had asked him about where he’d gotten the marks, but Roger hadn’t answered. 
 
    “Just do what they say,” Roger told him. “Remember, if you do what they say, you will be able to stay here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Roger put a comforting hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Just do as they say, Diego, if you don’t, they’ll send you back.” 
 
    This surprised and confused Diego; he didn’t even think that Roger knew his name.  
 
    For the next hour Diego went about his business as usual. Then the crowd started to thin. He’d forgotten all about the after-party and when the others packed up and started to leave, he went with them. 
 
    But then the black man grabbed his arm and made him stay. 
 
    He was taken to a room with strange looking equipment and a doctor joined then. Diego knew it was a doctor because he was wearing a white coat and had a stethoscope around his neck. 
 
    “Diego, please sit down,” the doctor said, and Diego listened. “I want you to know that I’m a doctor. Nothing happens in this room without my oversight. Do you understand?” 
 
    Diego nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now, I won’t lie to you. Some of what’s about to happen will hurt. But the hurt will go away. You will heal and you will recover.” 
 
    Diego was scared now, and he started to shake. The doctor put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Just to make sure that you’re okay, I’m going you up to this machine here. It will monitor your blood.” 
 
    “My… blood?” 
 
    The doctor nodded. 
 
    “Yes, your blood.” 
 
    The doctor put the needle in his arm and Diego thought, that didn’t really hurt. Even when he saw the clear tube fill with dark fluid and spin around in the machine, it didn’t feel that bad. 
 
    A little tingle, a little pinch. 
 
    But all that changed when the old man with the spots on his neck came into the room. 
 
    “Remember Diego, it won’t hurt forever.” 
 
    He wanted to ask the nice doctor what was going to happen, but the man left. 
 
    The old man removed his mask. He was ugly. 
 
    “Now, Diego, I paid a lot of money for this,” he said. The man pulled out something that looked like a microphone. He pressed a button and the tip started to glow red. “So, please, sit still, will you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 87 
 
      
 
    Chase pulled her hand back. 
 
    She felt physically ill. And looking about the room, she knew that everyone else felt equally as bad. 
 
    The Duffy Group was torturing these boys, taking their blood, and injecting them into themselves. She vaguely remembered hearing a rumor about something like this, about old men, rich men, believing that there was something that young people excreted into their blood under times of high stress. Some molecule—she couldn’t recall the name. 
 
    But that was an Internet myth. 
 
    This was real. 
 
    “Adrenochrome,” she heard Linus mutter absently. 
 
    That was it, that was the name of the molecule. 
 
    It probably didn’t exist, but that didn’t matter. The Duffy Group believed it did. Or they just wanted to rationalize torture and murder. 
 
    Rosa was crying quietly. Tate, who bruises all over his arms, looked about to vomit. 
 
    In the car ride to Rosa’s place, he’d told her what had happened. About crashing the party and about being locked in a room with the coroner. 
 
    Chase was pissed because he’d lied to her but couldn’t be too mad. 
 
    After all, she’d lied, too. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Chase said. “I’m so sorry that this happened to you.” 
 
    He raised his eyes, a confused look on his face. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. You didn’t do anything.” 
 
    It was such a little kid thing to say, that it broke her heart. 
 
    Chase got up and walked to the counter. She grabbed the bottle of tequila and drank straight from it. 
 
    It was harsh and it burned.  
 
    These kids had fled their country and come here for a better life. 
 
    It was sickening.  
 
    “You’re safe now, Diego,” she heard Tate say. She wasn’t sure if this was true.  
 
    Diego would have spend the rest of his life blaming himself for what had happened.  
 
    Chase heard a buzz. Tate’s phone was ringing, and he answered.  
 
    “Director Hampton?” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    Chase put the bottle down and moved next to her partner. 
 
    “We’ve got one of the kids. Yeah, he’s talking—okay, yeah.” 
 
    He hung up and looked at Rosa. 
 
    “Rosa? You have a TV?” 
 
    The woman led them to the family room and passed the remote to a small flat screen to Tate. 
 
    He turned it on. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    Tate didn’t answer as he flicked through the channels. 
 
    “Tate?” 
 
    Chase stopped when she saw Senator Chris Duffy’s face on the TV. He was standing outside in front of a podium. 
 
    “Today marks the end to a harrowing moment in US history.” Duffy began, gripping the sides of the podium. “After an investigation that spanned months and involved the cooperation of more than a dozen agencies, tonight, we have made several arrests of high-ranking officials as well as prominent business people. Now, I will warn you that some people will find what I’m about to say disturbing.” Duffy paused. “Our investigation, which was initiated following the discovery that several of these individuals were involved in the distribution and sale of highly illegal and disturbing films, revealing the existence of a child trafficking ring right here in Washington.” 
 
    “What? What is he talking about?”  
 
    Tate didn’t answer this, either.  
 
    “The individuals in question include Joel Delvecchio, the director of the FBI, Oliver Thatch, Chief of Staff at the ATF, and Lucius Rexx, current majority owner of Rexxoil. We believe that more individuals will be charged in this case, but at present, it is clear that these three men were the masterminds behind these heinous acts.” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Chase said. “Complete bullshit. He is behind this.” 
 
    “Before we set about the arduous task of trying to regain your trust, there is a silver lining here: because of our efforts, we have managed to bring twelve young men to safety.” 
 
    Twelve, not thirteen. They aren’t mentioning Diego. 
 
    Chase grabbed a Mexican tchotchke from the table without even realizing it. 
 
    “This case has taken a particularly hard toll on me. My health has suffered and as a result, I am forced to step down as US senator. I’m proud, however, that my final act was to rescue these young men. I understand that this might be confusing to some of you, and—” 
 
    Chase threw the tchotchke. The screen exploded into a rainbow of colors and the sound came to a screeching halt.  
 
    Tate was so startled that he cried out. 
 
    ““That’s bullshit,” Chase said, as the others joined them in the family room. Only Diego remained in the kitchen. “He saved them? Saved them? He was behind of all of this! He knew we were getting close, so he set them all up to save himself. Thatch, Lucius, Delvecchio.” 
 
    “The coroner,” Tate added. 
 
    “All of them. That’s why the cops were there so quickly. It had all been planned out. This whole sting operation is a lie to save his ass.” 
 
    “That’s why they took me to the room,” Tate said. “Jesus Christ, they were trying to frame us, too, Chase.” 
 
    If Chase had something else in her hand, she would have thrown that, too. 
 
    “God damn it! And those videos? Those disturbing films? That was Tim and Dean Jardine. I knew it—I fucking knew it. Tim was meeting with Duffy.” 
 
    “It’s over, Chase.” 
 
    Chase sneered and glared at her partner. 
 
    “What? What the fuck are you talking about? We both know that Duffy is behind this. And I won’t stop until—” 
 
    “Did you hear what he said? He has to step down due to health issues.” 
 
    “So? I don’t give a fuck if—wait, you don’t—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d bet my life on it. Duffy has hepatitis. Got it from Manny Churro or the other way around. Doesn’t matter. You saw how bad it was with Manny in the end. And he was young. Yeah, he might not have the resources that Duffy has but…” Tate let his sentence trail off. 
 
    Chase ground her teeth. 
 
    “Look, I know this isn’t the ending you wanted but—” 
 
    “I want Duffy dead.” 
 
    She knew that Tate was only trying to help but she was just so angry. 
 
    “And he will die, slowly, horribly. He didn’t save those kids, Chase, we did. Including Diego.” 
 
    “It’s just going to happen again. Duffy will wait for this blow over or if he’s gone someone else will take over. The woman in the red dress will return and they’ll find other kids who they can torture.” 
 
    This was the fundamental difference between them, Chase knew. Tate was satisfied with rescuing the boys. She, on the other hand, wouldn’t be pleased until every single person at the party was held accountable.  
 
    Tate nodded. 
 
    “But for now, we’ve saved those boys.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” Chase said, shaking her head. “It’s just not enough.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 88 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got some good news,” Linus said. “That USB that you installed? I managed to obtain a few saved passwords. I’m still working on it, but I’m pretty sure I can gain access to the original videos that Tim and Dean Jardine made and link them to Duffy.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Tate said. 
 
    They were back at the pool hall, sipping beer. Linus had his head pulled down again. 
 
    “He’ll just weasel out of it, blame it on Madsen. It’s easy to blame a dead guy,” Chase said. 
 
    “Chase, c’mon, this is good news.” 
 
    She drank her beer. 
 
    “Thanks, Linus,” was all she could muster. 
 
    There was a minute or two of silence, before Tate said, “Linus, thanks so much for your help. I know how you hate fieldwork, but if you hadn’t smashed into—” 
 
    “All good, papa. All good. Just wanted to make sure that this is the last favor you ask.” 
 
    Tate looked around. 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “I gotta tell you something. That video? It wasn’t what you think.” 
 
    Tate winked. 
 
    “Sure? That woman with the pool balls? Let me guess, that was work.” 
 
    “It was,” Linus protested. 
 
    Chase drowned them out.  
 
    She couldn’t stop thinking about the woman in the red dress. Who was she?  
 
    The fallout from the night at that house had been severe and was still growing. Seventeen government officials or prominent businessmen.  
 
    Chase knew that the woman in the red dress, whoever she was, wasn’t among them. 
 
    “Chase?” Tate looked at her over the rim of his glass. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Linus is leaving.” 
 
    It was almost comical how low his hood was now. 
 
    She stood and shook his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Linus.” 
 
    When he was gone, Chase went back to staring at her drink. 
 
    “I know you like things to be wrapped up with a bow, and I do, too. But don’t forget that we saved thirteen kids. Don’t forget that, Chase.” 
 
    Chase grunted and ignored the man’s praise.  
 
    “You know, I keep thinking about what you told me Duane said in that alley.” 
 
    Tate raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “How he didn’t know who to trust,” she clarified.  
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    Chase swirled her beer.  
 
    “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know who to trust.” 
 
    “You can trust Hampton—he’s proven as much. He wanted us off the case because he knew how deep it ran. How dangerous it  was. You can trust Linus, well, not his driving, but you know. And you can trust me, Chase.” 
 
    She should have left it that, but Chase was in a mood.  
 
    “Can I?” she asked, still not looking up. 
 
    “Can you what?” 
 
    “Trust you?” 
 
    “What? Of course, you can.” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “I’m not so sure. I thought I could trust you, Tate. And I want to trust you.” 
 
    “I get you’re angry, but there’s no need to—” 
 
    “How can I trust you?” she snapped. “You didn’t tell me you had spoken to Madsen. You didn’t tell me that you were planning on going to that party. How could you not tell me?” 
 
    Tate buried his chin in his neck. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that you were replacing Rosa, either! You lied to me.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I never said you can trust me.” 
 
    “Really? You’re really going to say this to me right now?” Tate demanded.  
 
    “From the very beginning, you said you wanted honesty.” 
 
    Tate drank what was left in his glass and slammed it down on the table. 
 
    “I’m trying, Chase. I really am. But you’re not. You don’t even seem to care. You wanna know the truth, really?” 
 
    Chase just stared. She thought back to that night in the hospital when Brad had taken Felix back to Sweden.  
 
    She’d said some horrible things about him, about his family. Tate had countered with you don’t know what really happened. 
 
    Chase had a feeling she was about to find out. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I told you at the hospital that you didn’t know what really happened with Robyn and Rachel’s accident.” 
 
    “Tate.” He was hurting. Hurting bad. “You don’t—” 
 
    “No, I do. I have to tell you.” 
 
    “I read the articles—” 
 
    “Just listen. For once, just listen, okay?” Chase pressed her lips together. “Good. Those were all lies. It was true that Robyn was drinking, but she wasn’t irresponsible. She wasn’t behind the wheel when the accident happened.” 
 
    “What?” Chase was shocked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You heard me. Robyn wasn’t driving the car.” 
 
    “Who was?” 
 
    “Rachel. My wife knew she had too much to drink.” Tate’s voice was oddly calm. “So, she asked Rachel to drive. She had a driver’s permit so it was no big deal. But the weather… Rachel lost control, crashed into the other car. Killed the other driver and paralyzed herself.”  
 
    “I don’t—I don’t understand. Why would you tell the police that Robyn was driving?” 
 
    “Because—Robyn called the cops first then me. I was closer. As soon as I got there, I knew it was bad. Rachel was pinned beneath the wheel, which was pushing into her legs. Her back was twisted. And she was moaning—God, that sound…” 
 
    Chase slid beside Tate and put her arm around him. 
 
    “She was confused, barely conscious. I didn’t know what to do. I just kept thinking that if Rachel survived, then every single day she would think about the person she’d killed. It would ruin her life. I offered to say that I was driving, but Robyn said that wouldn’t work. People knew I wasn’t at the party. There was nothing else to do but for Robyn to take the blame. We had to do it, for Rachel.” Tate took a deep shuddering breath before continuing. “They took both Rachel and Robyn to the hospital. Rachel’s injuries were so severe that they had to put her under just to save her legs. When she woke up, she was screaming about the accident, about how she’d killed somebody. I calmed her down and told her that, no, she wasn’t driving, Robyn was. She didn’t believe me. Not until the cops came and took her mother away.”  
 
    Chase held him for a long time after he was done. 
 
    Then it was her turn. 
 
    “My brain doesn’t work like a normal person. When I was a kid, my parents lied to me, too. They told me that I hadn’t been kidnapped, that only my sister had been taken. But that’s not what happened. We were both taken only I got away. I abandoned her, Tate. And then I was spiraling and like you and Robyn, my parents didn’t know what to do. They started telling me that, no, only Georgina had been taken, not me. I didn’t believe them, so they took me to this doctor, where they messed with my brain. Later, my addictions messed it up even more. When you said that when I touched Duane Price’s tombstone and he spoke to me, you weren’t far from the truth. I know now that you were just joking, but my brain, my subconscious, it does something at these crime scenes. I don’t really know how to describe it but… I can try. When I look at these bodies, my subconscious takes over, noticing tiny details that everyone else missed. And then, when I touch them?” Chase shuddered, remembering the horrible scene that she’d experience when touching Roger’s corpse. It hadn’t been perfectly accurate, but that didn’t change the fact that it had been disturbing “I see things. My mind pieces together these details with what I know about the case and when I touch them—I know you’re going to think I’m crazy, and I don’t blame you—I see through the eyes of the dead.” 
 
    Tate cleared his throat. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re crazy, Tate. I think you’re sad. I think we’re both sad. I love you.” 
 
    Chase turned her head and kissed him on the lips. Then she wiped the tears from both their eyes. 
 
    “I love you too, Tate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 89 
 
      
 
    “Hi Tommy,” Chase said. 
 
    The big man with the wide eyes took a moment to place her.  
 
    “Agent Adams, right?” 
 
    “Just Chase, please.” 
 
    “Okay, Chase,” Tommy said with a smile. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, when I first came to see you, I told you that if I found out what happened to Duane, I’d come back and let you know. I found out, Tommy. Duane was killed. He was killed because he was trying to protect his friends. He wasn’t an addict. Duane was a good kid. “ 
 
    The smile fell off Tommy’s face. 
 
    “That’s sad but thank you.” 
 
    Chase sucked on her bottom lip. 
 
    “You know what? I was thinking of doing something. Think you can give me a hand?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “With your permission, I would like add a few more tombstones to your cemetery.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took them more than an hour, but when they were done, Chase was satisfied with their work. Tommy, too, if the look on his face was any indication. 
 
    They created three more tombstones from excess granite. Tommy had carved the initials: RR, MC, and PL.  
 
    Roger Robledo, Manuel Churro, and Pauly Lopez. 
 
    They had no ashes to bury, but Tommy didn’t mind. 
 
    Chase didn’t either. 
 
    She hugged the man, said goodbye, and retreated to her car. Chase had deliberately left her phone in the vehicle and was instantly greeted by a message from Director Hampton. 
 
    “Chase, I just got a call from Senator Duffy. He wants to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase wanted to bring her gun. In fact, she told Hampton that if she couldn’t bring her gun then she wouldn’t go.  
 
    But, in the end, she couldn’t pass up the opportunity. 
 
    They agreed to meet in a public space, and while Chase would have preferred to go ahead to scope it out beforehand, there was no time.  
 
    Hampton drove and parked outside the diner. 
 
    Through the windows, she spotted Duffy instantly, even though his back was to them. In the adjacent booth was a man in a dark suit. Not Derek Madsen, he’d died in the house under suspicious circumstances, but it might as well have been him. 
 
    “I know you’re not going to listen anyway, but can I give you some advice, Chase?” Hampton said before they got out of the car.  
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “That man in there might not be a US Senator anymore, but he’s still a powerful man. It would be best if you don’t piss him off.” 
 
    “You’re right, I’m not going to listen.” 
 
    Chase walked through the front doors and sat across from Duffy. Hampton sat across from the man’s bodyguard.  
 
    “Agent Adams, thank you so much for agreeing to meet me,” Duffy said. Chase didn’t reply. “I just wanted to thank you for all of your hard work. We wouldn’t have been able to put those guys behind if it weren’t for you and your partner.” 
 
    You tried to put us behind bars, too, you prick. 
 
    The senator looked very different than he did a month ago standing in front of the podium. He was thinner and paler. His gray hair was almost completely gone.  
 
    “Someone else wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Duffy held a phone out to her, and she reluctantly took it. 
 
    She thought it might be the woman in red. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Agent Adams, please hold for the president,” a female voice said. 
 
    The president? 
 
    This was more than unexpected—it had to be a joke.  
 
    But a few seconds later, when she heard the president’s characteristic drawl, she knew that this was really him.  
 
    “Agent Adams, I just want to thank you for all your hard work. The senator mentioned that your dedication and fortitude were instrumental in cleaning the swamp. Myself and the entire country thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Thank you,” was all Chase could manage.  
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    The president hung up and Duffy, taking advantage of her shock, took his phone back.  
 
    He was smiling.  
 
    If the prick thought that getting the president to thank her would make Chase back off, he was gravely mistaken. 
 
    “I know you were involved,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    Senator Duffy didn’t falter. 
 
    “You think you know things, Chase. And I appreciate that. I’m just here to thank you. I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Chase said this just loud enough for Hampton and the bodyguard to overhear. Hampton stood, and the guard matched him. 
 
    “When your buddies Delvecchio and Thatch refused to talk you probably thought, hot damn, I did it. I got away with it. But let me tell you something.” She leaned in close. “You didn’t get away—I’m coming for you, Duffy. And if I were you? I’d pray to God that hepatitis gets me before I do. Fuck you.” 
 
    Then Chase did something that she wanted to do for some time. She spat directly in Duffy’s face. 
 
    The bodyguard tried to intercede, but before he could, Hampton grabbed Chase, spun her around, and guided her out of the diner.  
 
    Duffy was still wiping the spit off of himself when they drove off.  
 
    “You know, that man is a piece of shit,” Hampton said. “And he deserves everything that’s coming to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 90 
 
      
 
    By nature, Tate was not a bashful man. But as he got into the Speedo that he’d been told was the spa’s only acceptable attire save going completely nude, he felt self-conscious. 
 
    The extra meat around his waist was unsettling enough, but what was worse was that it made everything below his navel look smaller.  
 
    Then again, he wasn’t here to impress anybody. Tate walked out of the locker room and started to feel better about himself. 
 
    Everyone was fatter than him here.  
 
    Making it look like he was just trying to find the perfect sauna and not a specific individual, Tate went from room to room, spending but a few minutes peering inside before moving onto the next.  
 
    It was in a steam room that he eventually found who he was looking for. 
 
    The man was one of the few people in this place who was in decent shape. He was naked, with a towel across his lap. His eyes were closed, and his head rested against the wall. 
 
    Tate sat right beside him and, sensing his presence, the man opened his eyes. Not wearing his glasses, he had to squint to figure out that it was Tate. 
 
    “Tate? What are you doing here?” There was concern in his voice. 
 
    Tate dispelled this with just a few words. 
 
    “A friend gifted me a day pass. You want me to…?” he pointed at the door with his thumb. 
 
    “No, it’s all good.” 
 
    “How do you deal with the heat?” Tate asked. “I’m just not that—just not—” 
 
    Tate swooned and fell forward. He tried to grab onto something to prevent from falling, but there was only the man’s towel.  
 
    Tate took that with him to the floor. 
 
    Hands were instantly under his arms, helping him up. 
 
    “Jesus, Tate, you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Damn, I’m sorry. It’s the heat.” 
 
    “Take a break, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry again.” 
 
    Tate left the man standing completely nude in the center of the steam room. Before the door closed, Tate turned back. 
 
    The man shook his head, picked up the towel, and wrapped it around himself. 
 
    Then he walked back up the steps to sit again.  
 
    That’s when Tate saw it: the mark high up on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    The same mark that he’d seen in Duane Price’s video. It wasn’t a bruise or a mole or a scratch. It was a bullet hole. 
 
    Tate cursed. 
 
    He didn’t want to be right about this one. But when he showed Rosa the man’s photograph, she’d confirmed that he was there. 
 
    And, of course, Chase didn’t include him in her list because she trusted him. 
 
    That bullet had been meant for her, after all. 
 
    Tate quickly dressed and left the sauna, grateful to be out of the skimpy bathing suit. He walked directly to the car parked outside with the two agents inside. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s him,” Tate said. “The man in the video is Peter Horrowitz. Pick him up, he’ll talk. Just keep it on the down low, okay? I don’t anyone to find out about this.” 
 
    Especially Chase. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
    “You look good,” Robyn said. “You look really good, Tate. You sleeping well?” 
 
    Tate was getting more sleep as of late. A lot more sleep. Since Chase and Georgina had more or less moved in with them, Rachel’s night terrors had all but disappeared. 
 
    It had been more than three months since the last episode.  
 
    “You look good, too.” Tate wasn’t just paying her lip service; Robyn did look good.  
 
    “You know what? I am good. I’m taking some classes, reading a lot.” 
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    Tate looked down at his fingers, which were interlaced. 
 
    “What is it, Tate?” 
 
    “I just… I feel bad.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Tate opened his mouth, but no words came out. 
 
    “Tate, I’ve told you a thousand times: I just want you to be happy. If that means you’re with Chase, then I’m okay with that.”  
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed. “It is about her. There something I wanted to ask you…” 
 
    When Tate got back to his car he practically fell into the driver’s seat.  
 
    He knew it was going to be hard; he just didn’t think it was going to be that hard. 
 
    But he’d managed.  
 
    Like the last time he’d visited his wife in prison, Tate had looked back before leaving and seen the real her. Robyn’s chameleon skin peeled back. 
 
    She was crying, but they were happy tears. 
 
    And, in time, Tate hoped that he would find it in himself to be happy, too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, sweetie. Be good for your dad, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Chase,” Felix’s tiny voice said.  
 
    Chase.  
 
    He always called her Chase. While not a traditionalist by any means, it would be nice for him to call Mom, just once. 
 
    Chase couldn’t get mad at him, though; after all, she was his mother only via birth. 
 
    At least he was talking to her. 
 
    That was something.
Chase put the phone in her pocket and then looked through the sliding glass doors. 
 
    There were a handful of people outside, sipping from bottles of beer. When she’d gotten on the phone with Felix ten minutes ago, it had been empty. 
 
    “Uhh, Tate?” 
 
    “Yeah?” His head was buried in the fridge. 
 
    “I thought you said that this is gonna be a small get-together. Just a backyard barbecue.” 
 
    “It is,” he said cheerily. 
 
    “He didn’t tell me that that—is that Hampton? What is going on? Look what I’m wearing.” Prior to her call with Felix, Chase had been on a run. She was sporting leggings and a sweat-stained athletic shirt. Her hair, back to its very unnatural gray, almost white color now, was pulled up into a messy ponytail, and she had no makeup on. 
 
    “I didn’t think you cared about that stuff.” Tate grabbed a plate of burgers that he’d prepared earlier in the day as well as a six-pack of beer. “Don’t worry about it. You look great. Give me a hand?” 
 
    Chase took the beer, slipped one from the plastic ring, and popped the top. 
 
    Then she used her foot to slide the door open while she sipped. 
 
    “Chase, so glad you could join us,” Floyd hollered, a silly grin on his face. 
 
    “And you dressed up,” Stitts joked. “How nice of you.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “Just got back from a run. Tate forgot to mention that this was going to be a black-tie affair.” 
 
    First Floyd then Stitts hugged her.  
 
    “Oh, by the way, you’re in the news again.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Stitts tossed a paper at her. She caught it and opened it to the page that he’d earmarked. 
 
    How a gas station attendant helped bring down the largest child trafficking ring in US history.  
 
    The photo insert was of the pimply-faced kid whose Mitsubishi was stolen. 
 
    Chase rolled her eyes and was about to toss it back when she spotted another article, this one in the corner and not even a third of the size of the gas station hero. 
 
    Ex-US Senator dies after long bout of illness as new evidence comes to light implicating him in illegal snuff film ring. 
 
    Chase balled up the paper and threw it to the ground. 
 
    Fucking Duffy. 
 
    I hope it hurt like hell in the end. I hope you fucking suffered. 
 
    “Hey, I was reading that!” Stitts protested.  
 
    “Even Fifty Shades would be better than that trash.” 
 
    She said hello to everyone else, including Linus, Tate’s friend Constantine, Hampton, and a few neighbors. Georgina was there with Rachel, playing in the corner of the yard with a handful of school friends. 
 
    Luisa had even come in from out of town and brought her boys with her. 
 
    Then she walked over to Tate, who had already put the burgers on the grill. 
 
    “I think you’re supposed to let it warm up first,” she remarked. “Also, I’m going to go shower. I hate you for not telling me that everyone was coming.” 
 
    Tate flipped a raw burger. It nearly fell apart. 
 
    “Uhh, Tate?” 
 
    He looked at her, smiled, then closed the barbecue. 
 
    “What’s up?” she probed. 
 
    “You’d think the second time around would be easier,” he muttered. 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Chase…” he took two steps back and reached into the pocket of his jeans. 
 
    “No, no.” Chase backed away. “Tate stop it.” Her eyes darted to their guests and then to the small box in Tate’s hand. “Stop it right now.” 
 
    Tate didn’t stop. 
 
    He dropped to one knee and Chase’s heart started to jackhammer in her chest. 
 
    “Chase, I love you. I love you and I want to be with you. Our girls are good together—” 
 
    “Tate,” she snapped. 
 
    “—just let me finish, Chase. Just let me finish, then you can say whatever you want. You’re beautiful, smart, the second-best FBI agent I know. Second to me of course. And you're pretty messed up. That makes us perfect for each other, Chase. I love you. And maybe more importantly, I trust you. I hope you love me, and I hope that you can finally trust me, too.” Tate breathed deeply, then flipped the top of the box back. “Chase Adams, will you marry me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    END 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    I feel like this might be the most Chase book yet. She’s irrational, frenetic, a hot mess most of the time. 
 
    She also pushes everyone away, is too guilty to allow herself more than a single enjoyable meal. 
 
    But she cares and is loyal to a fault. 
 
    Chase also has a mean streak in her, but you got this far so you already know that. 
 
      
 
    The next book in the Chase series is Deadly Cargo and it will be what I’m calling the first book in the Second Season of the Chase Adams saga. 
 
      
 
    What the hell does that mean? 
 
      
 
    Well, you’re just going to have to wait and find out.  
 
      
 
    I don’t typically do dedications, but this book is for everyone who joined me during my livestreams (where I wrote about 90% of this novel). I had some fun and I hope you did, too. 
 
      
 
    You know who you are. 
 
      
 
    You keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
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    Montreal, 2024 
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