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			Hobbins Hill; Grimley, TX

			Petbe stood on a hill overlooking the edge of a nowhere town called Grimley, which was technically a suburb of Dallas. He stood beneath an azure blue, cloudless sky that stretched on to infinity in every direction. Even in December, it was warm, and he felt a bead of sweat rolling down his back. He hated Texas. But he hated being made to wait even more. A black SUV pulled to a stop behind him, and he pointedly looked at his watch, making sure the driver could see the gesture. With an amused smirk on his face, the German got out of the truck and walked over to Petbe, taking a spot on the hill beside him.

			“You’re late,” Petbe grumbled. 

			“It’s only ten minutes,” the German replied, his voice colored by his thick accent. “You are wound too tightly, my friend. Relax. It’s a beautiful day.” 

			“Ten minutes can be the difference between a mission that ends in success or catastrophic failure that kills everybody involved. So, yes, I take promptness very seriously,” he said, his tone tight and angry. 

			“My apologies, Petbe.”

			His real name wasn’t Petbe, of course. It was the pseudonym he used when he started making contact with the German on the dark web message boards about six months ago. Given what he was looking to buy, Petbe had been nervous in the beginning. Any sane person would have been. But he learned very quickly that the German was well respected and renowned for the skills that had led Petbe to him in the first place, as well as his discretion. 

			It had taken Petbe those six months to develop the sort of trust that allowed him to meet with the German face-to-face. More than that, it had taken Petbe those six months to work up the nerve to go through with this plan of his. But injustice piled on top of injustice, fueling the flames of his righteous outrage, and he had eventually decided there was only one way to address the wrongs done to him. He would make those who railroaded him pay. 

			“Why are we meeting on this hill?” Petbe asked. 

			“You said you required a demonstration, yes?” 

			“Well, yes. But I didn’t say I wanted you to demonstrate on a town.”

			“Relax, my friend,” the German said with a chuckle. “It’s one building at the far edge of this small town. It’s empty.” 

			“Why couldn’t you have just demonstrated in open land?”

			The German shrugged. “Blowing up empty land isn’t as impressive.” 

			Petbe swallowed hard and felt his stomach begin to roil. It all seemed a lot easier when it was an abstract concept in his head. But now, faced with watching this man take down a building in an inhabited town and the possibility of civilian casualties, it was a lot more difficult. That was not what he signed up for. 

			“I don’t think we should do this,” Petbe said. “Innocent people could get hurt.” 

			The man’s face darkened, and a scowl touched his lips. “I warned you about wasting my time,” he growled. “You assured me you had no reservations.”

			“I don’t have reservations about my mission,” Petbe replied. “But I never agreed to let you blow up innocent people.” 

			A moment of silence passed between them, the air between them crackling with tension. Petbe shrugged his shoulders as more beads of sweat rolled down his back, making his shirt stick to his skin uncomfortably. The German smiled wide and laughed as he patted Petbe on the shoulder, his demeanor suddenly brightening and the tension between them evaporating. 

			“Relax, my friend. I scouted the building, and it’s empty. It’s vacant,” he said. “I made sure it was empty when I wired it up.” 

			Petbe grimaced, still not liking the idea. But he wanted a demonstration and didn’t want to have to spend time acquiring another source for what he wanted. He had a mission to complete, and the clock was ticking. 

			“Listen, you said you were seeking justice. You said that my skills would help you do that,” the German started. “Has that changed? Do you no longer seek justice?” 

			“No. I do,” Petbe replied. 

			“Justice is like being pregnant, my friend. You can’t seek just a little justice any more than you can be a little pregnant. In both cases, it is all or nothing,” he went on. “So, what I want to know—what I need to know—is whether you are all in or not. Are you committed to your cause, whatever it may be? And are you determined to see this through?” 

			Petbe looked across the open ground between the hill and the town. He thought back to everything that had led him to that hill and to seeking out somebody like the German in the first place. He’d been the fall guy. The patsy. He’d been Lee Harvey Oswald for those bastards in power, and what was once a distinguished twenty-seven-year career had been flushed straight down the toilet. And for what? He’d been sacrificed, his career torched, his rank stripped, his accolades revoked, and his pension taken, and it was all done to protect the buddy of some prick in Congress. 

			As he thought about the path that had led him to that point, the rage bubbling inside of him began to boil over, sending a flood of fire through his veins. He turned to the German and nodded.

			“Yes. I’m committed to my mission,” he said simply. 

			“Excellent.”

			“Which building is it?” Petbe asked. 

			The German handed him a pair of binoculars and pointed to a five-story building on the very edge of town. Petbe raised the field glasses and looked at the building, scanning it top to bottom, and seeing that it appeared to be in a state of construction. Whoever owned it was in the middle of renovations, and he idly wondered what it would become. Rather, what it would have become had it not been about to be reduced to rubble.  

			Petbe scanned down to the bottom of the building again and felt his heart stop dead in his chest. His mouth grew dry, and his stomach churned. He lowered the binoculars and turned to the German, a near panicked look on his face. 

			“Wait. Stop. There are people down there. Construction workers,” Petbe said. “You told me you scouted the building.”

			“I did,” he replied. “Yesterday when I wired it.” 

			“Yesterday? Jesus,” Petbe groaned. “You can’t blow it. There are innocent people down there now. We’ll have to find another way to demonstrate.” 

			“I thought you were committed to your mission. Was I wrong? Were you wrong?” 

			“I’m committed to my mission,” he snapped. “I’m not committed to murdering innocent people who have done nothing to me.”

			“War is a nasty business, my friend. There are civilian casualties and collateral damage every day,” the German said. “You, more than most, should know that.” 

			“I do know that. But I also avoided civilian casualties as best as I could. And I never intentionally ordered the death of civilians,” Petbe snapped, his body hot with anger. 

			The German arched an eyebrow at him with a faint smile flickering across his lips. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? I mean, what this is really all about, isn’t it?” 

			Petbe flinched like he’d just been slapped across the face. He stared at the German who was flashing him an enigmatic yet knowing smile. 

			“Yes, I know who you are, Petbe. I mean, who you really are,” he said. “I apologize if you feel like I’ve violated your privacy, but I do not go into business without knowing who I’m making a deal with. Also, let us not pretend you didn’t do some homework on me too.” 

			Petbe rocked back on his heels. He’d been so careful about covering his tracks using proxy servers and bouncing his signal all around the world to avoid anybody tracking his IP address. He was good with computers. Very good. The fact that the German knew who he was meant he was better. And that made Petbe nervous.

			“Relax, my friend. I have no intention to out you,” the German said. “It is for my own protection only that I dug into you. I wanted to ensure my own safety. I’m sure you can understand my need to protect myself, ja?” 

			Petbe nodded. He could understand the need to protect himself, although he was no less disturbed by the fact that the German knew who he was. That made him a liability. A loose end. And ultimately, a danger to him. But he needed to deal with the problem right in front of him. 

			“We need to cancel this demonstration,” Petbe said. “We’ll figure out another way.”

			The German gave him a soft grin and held up the small, black remote in his hand. “I am giving you what you asked for—the means to achieve the justice you seek.”

			“I didn’t sign up to murder innocents.” 

			“There is something you need to understand. As you carry out your mission, you are going to kill innocents. It is inevitable. You simply cannot do what you intend to do and not harm innocents. It’s impossible,” the German said. “So, the best thing for you to do is get used to the fact that you will kill innocents. Get comfortable with it. Innocent people always die in war. You know this. And are you going to let that derail your quest for justice? If so, you must evaluate your commitment to your mission.” 

			Petbe turned away and looked at the building again, wanting to deny what the German said. The entire time he’d been planning his mission, he had been operating with the idea that innocents wouldn’t be harmed as he carried it out. After all, that’s what this was all about. As he absorbed what the German said, though, Petbe knew he’d been operating under a delusion. The man was right. Innocents always died in times of war. It was just an inevitability no matter how hard you tried to avoid it. He knew that better than almost anybody. And Petbe felt he was very much at war.

			His life and career were over. His name and reputation were ruined. He had been left with absolutely nothing. Less than nothing. Everything he’d earned over his career had been taken away for something he did not do—something he was not responsible for. He’d conceived this mission to right those wrongs inflicted upon him. To deliver justice upon those who’d taken everything from him. That hadn’t changed. And now that he was on the verge of acquiring the means to deliver that righteous justice, he knew he couldn’t be squeamish about something that was going to be inevitable anyway. Collateral damage happens, and there is no such thing as a careful war. 

			He turned to the German. “Fine,” he said slowly. “Do it.” 

			The German smiled and pressed the button on the remote. A moment later, a thunderous rumble echoed across the land, and a massive fireball rolled skyward. The noise of the explosion was deafening, and even from their spot on the hill, Petbe heard the sound of glass shattering as the windows were blown out of the buildings all around the town. As the building collapsed into its own footprint, it shot a giant cloud of dust into the air, chasing the smoke and the fireball.

			The damage was relatively contained but absolute. There was nothing left of the building but smoldering ruins and the echo of the explosion. He turned to the German, who was smiling wide.

			“Good, no?” he asked.

			Petbe nodded. “It’s perfect. It’s exactly what I wanted,” he said, adrenaline lighting up his entire body. “I believe we have ourselves a deal.” 
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			Criminalistics Department, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“This has got to be the coolest Christmas present anybody’s ever gotten me,” he marvels. “You know me so well, Blake.” 

			I raise an eyebrow and watch Milton Drake, my go-to criminalistic analyst, pull the plastic bag out of the cooler full of dry ice I brought in. He turns it one way and then the other, inspecting the severed hand from every angle. His eyes linger on the dark, smudged ink on the back of the bloated and rotting hand for a moment. Milton’s excitement manifests in his smile and the way he’s bouncing in his chair looking for all the world like a kid on Christmas morning. 

			“There is something very deeply wrong with you, Milton.”

			“That’s not exactly news, Chief. But you keep coming around, so what does that say about you?” he asks with a grin. 

			“That you’re good at your job.” 

			“You’re damn right.” 

			Milton pushes his mousy, brown hair out of his eyes then gets up and carries the plastic bag over to the autopsy table. He snaps on a pair of black nitrile gloves, then gently takes the hand out of the bag and lays it down on the stainless-steel table with an almost silent reverence. He pivots the overhead fluorescent light and turns it on, then grabs a magnifying glass and leans closer to the hand, studying it closely. 

			“This is fascinating,” he muses. “I can tell you right away that whoever removed the hand did it carefully. I don’t think they have any medical experience, but they didn’t just hack it off with a rusty axe, either.” 

			“What makes you think they didn’t have medical experience?” 

			“Because it wasn’t severed at a joint or at a natural point where it would come off easily,” he tells me. “Whoever did this sawed through bone when they didn’t necessarily need to. I could be wrong, but I don’t think somebody with medical training would make things harder on themselves than they had to.”

			“That’s a good point,” I note. “See? This is why I keep you around.” 

			Milton chuckles. “You’re so gracious, Chief.”

			“One of my many redeeming qualities.” 

			My new friend likely doesn’t have any medical training and apparently has a penchant for doing things the hard way. It’s a small piece of the puzzle, but a piece, nonetheless. It’s just a breadcrumb this guy has dropped for me, but with the dearth of actual clues, I’m going to take anything I can get. Eventually, if you collect enough breadcrumbs, the trail will lead you right where you want to go. In this case, slapping a pair of cuffs on this piece of garbage. 

			Milton sits down on the rolling stool at the table and scoots it closer. He picks up a couple of tools and looks at the hand through the mounted magnifying glass, staring closely as he manipulates it. His brows are knitted together, and his face is a mask of concentration, but there is a hit of fascination that’s bordering on glee in his eyes. He loves stuff like this.

			“So? Any plans for Christmas?” he asks. 

			Leave it to Milton to be so focused on one thing but still be able to make casual conversation. That’s a skill I’d like to learn. Most of the time when I’m laser focused on something like he is with that hand, I have to shut out the world around me to concentrate. I can’t be carrying on an idle chat while I’m fixed on something. My brain sometimes gets overwhelmed, and that usually leads to my getting frustrated and snapping at whomever interrupts me.

			“No real exciting plans,” I tell him. “I’m just going to be getting together with my sister, aunt, cousin, and her husband. Dinner, presents, and a lot of drinking. The usual. How about you?” 

			A small grin curls a corner of his mouth upward. “My girl and I are going to a Christmas-themed murder mystery party.” 

			I laugh. “Don’t you get enough of this stuff here?” 

			“You can never have too much of what you love,” he replies. 

			I’ve always admired Milton’s dedication to the job. He genuinely likes being part of the team and helping to put bad people where they belong—behind bars. But sometimes I worry he doesn’t unplug enough from the job. The man’s entire life revolves around death and murder. As I watch him working with the hand, though, it occurs to me that I can’t say that mine doesn’t. I may not attend murder mystery parties on my time off, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still completely immersed in the job.

			To be honest, I don’t have much of a social life to speak of, and I haven’t had a successful romantic relationship in a long time. I was seeing my neighbor, Charles, for a little while. That was fun and satisfying. But he moved down to Portland for a better job opportunity, so since then, I’ve been on my own again. Truthfully, I don’t have time for relationships or for a social life. Just about every waking moment is spent chasing the monsters that roam the world preying on the innocent—or thinking about chasing the monsters that roam the world preying on the innocent.

			That is my life in a nutshell. It’s sometimes frustrating. It’s sometimes terrifying. But other times, it’s elating. Exhilarating. Other times, I can’t help but smile as I see another monster taken off the streets and thrown into a cage. I love my job. It’s chasing that feeling of elation and that sense of justice that keeps me getting up in the morning. And I wouldn’t do a single thing differently. 

			“So, what do you think?” I ask. “Any chance of you being able to get prints off that hand?” 

			He frowned. “Hard to say. I mean, with decomp setting in, we’re getting a significant amount of skin slippage. It’s going to be tough.” 

			“Come on, Milton. There’s nobody I know more capable of doing the impossible than you.”

			“Smooth, Blake. Really smooth,” he says with a laugh. “But not quite smooth enough. I can tell when you’re trying to butter me up.” 

			“Was it that obvious?”

			“About as subtle as a hippopotamus wearing tap shoes.”

			I laugh and give him a shrug. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” 

			Milton gives me a lopsided grin. “No, I suppose I can’t,” he says. “But I honestly don’t know what I’m going to be able to do with this.”

			He sits up on his stool and frowns, never taking his eyes off the severed hand. He’s looking at it like he can summon the answers he wants from it simply by staring at it hard enough. That’s something I can relate to. Sometimes, it takes an act of sheer will, determination, and metaphorically beating your head against a brick wall to get the answers you’re seeking. I’ve been there more times than I can count during a case. 

			Milton swivels on his stool and looks at me. “You know, as I think about it, I recall reading up on a couple of techniques that might get us what we want from this hand.” 

			“Yeah?” 

			He bites his bottom lip and cocks his head. “It’s a gamble though. It might get us what we want, but it could just as easily destroy the hand and we lose everything.” 

			I stare at the hand and process his words. “What do you think the odds are?” 

			“Fifty-fifty. At best,” he says. “I’ve never tried the technique I’m thinking about, and it’s entirely possible I can’t pull it off and destroy our specimen instead.” 

			I fold my arms over my chest and think about it for a couple of moments. If we can’t get an ID off this hand, we run the risk of not being able to add another clue to the pile—which, of course, means we’re no closer to identifying my new friend. And if I’m feeling particularly fatalistic—which I usually am—it means we’re that much closer to him making good on his threat to take somebody who means something to me. 

			“Do it,” I tell him. “If you destroy the sample, we’re in the same boat we’re in right now anyway. If we’re going to get an ID off that hand and figure out who this clown is, we’re going to have to roll the dice.” 

			“Are you sure, Blake?”

			I nod. “I’m sure.” 

			“Okay, I’ll give it a whirl. I’ll do my best.”

			“I know you will,” I nod. “I’ve got all the faith in the world in you, Milton.”

			“That makes one of us.” 

			I give him a grin. “You got this. Give me a call when you have something.”

			“Already got you on speed dial.”

			I turn and walk out of his lab and take the elevator up. When the car chimes and the doors slide open, I take a breath to steady myself. There was a time when I was excited about where I’m headed, but those days are long gone. This has become an exercise in self-torment and the absolute worst part of my day. It’s just one of the perks of being the boss. 

			I step out of the car and hustle down the corridor, anxious to get this done, put it behind me, and get on with my day.  
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			Black Cell Unit Conference Room, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA 

			“Good morning,” I announce as I enter the conference room.

			I set the files in my hand down on the table then walk over and pour myself a cup of coffee. I quickly dress it and then sit down at the head of the long, polished oak conference table.  SSAs David Nash and Lisa Koslowski sit to my left while Bennie Ferguson and my personal nemesis, Jacob Gathers, sit to my right. Nash and Koslowski offer me a cordial, if not warm greeting, Ferguson mutters a good morning under his breath, and Gathers ignores me completely, pretending to be reading from the file in front of him instead—which is fine. I don’t have a burning desire to talk to or hear from him anyway.

			I have a difficult time pretending to like people I actually despise with every fiber of my being. Astra is always getting on me about having a crappy poker face. She says I tend to wear my heart on my sleeve, which I’ve known to be true for a very long time. Like most of my life. I understand that in my position, it’s necessary to be able to communicate with people—even people I loathe on a personal level. It’s necessary to be able to put on a smile and pretend you’re not thinking about punching them in the face until they’re unconscious. 

			It’s all part of the political song and dance I have to play. I suck at it, I admit. And I hate that I have to play the game at all. But it’s a reality for somebody in my position. And because I’m a woman, I’m expected to be twice as good at it. While men can get away with screaming, shouting, and being a jerk to their subordinates, as a woman, I can’t. I’m expected to be courteous and professional. I’m expected to keep myself from showing emotion. God forbid I get angry. That just unleashes a torrent of sexist stereotyping about the overly emotional woman. 

			So, being in my position, if I want to stay here, I have to walk a very fine line and play a game my male colleagues don’t have to play. Suffice it to say, I resent the hell out of it. It’s all part of the job, though, so I have no choice but to play it or look for a new line of work. And truthfully, there is nothing else I want to be doing with my life other than bagging bad guys. 

			I take a sip of my coffee and put a smile on my face as I look at all my unit heads seated around the table. 

			“First off, I wanted to say good work,” I tell them. “You all handled yourselves well out in the field, and you got results on your cases. That’s great stuff, and I’m proud of you.”

			Koslowski, Nash, and Ferguson all give me awkward smiles. They look at me like they’re waiting for the “but” in my statement as I take them to task for something. There is no “but” though. They did good work. And when they seem to realize I’m not going to rip into them for anything, they all exchange looks, and their smiles became a little warmer and more genuine. I pretend I don’t see Gathers rolling his eyes. 

			“Lisa, I saw a clip of your interview after your team broke the case and made the arrest.” 

			Her face blanches, and the smile fades almost instantly. She licks her lips and shifts in her seat nervously. She cuts a glance at Gathers, who looks down at the file in front of him, doing his best to suppress the smirk I see flickering across his lips. He’s clearly saying things to them behind the scenes that have them all on edge. This is getting to be more than a little problematic, and I’m going to have to do something about it. I’ve dragged my feet on Gathers for far too long. 

			Koslowski turns back to me. “I’m sorry, was I not supposed to give an interview?” 

			“What? No. I mean, give all the interviews you want. I don’t have a problem with you broadcasting the good job your team did. The public should know that you took a dangerous rapist off the streets. You guys deserve some time in the limelight,” I tell her. “I only mentioned it because I wanted to tell you I thought you handled yourself on camera well. You were smooth, professional, and stuck to the facts of the case. Really good job.” 

			Her cheeks flush, and she looks down at the table, doing her best to keep from cracking a smile. She loses that fight, though, and is grinning when she looks up at me. 

			“Thank you, Chief,” she says. 

			Gathers turns to me. “I thought you said you didn’t want us on TV taking credit.”

			“I didn’t say that,” I tell him. “I’ve never said anything of the sort. I think it’s a good idea for the public to see the job we’re doing. In case you haven’t noticed, the Bureau’s reputation isn’t quite so sterling these days. Good PR can help fix that.”

			Gathers leans forward. “You said—”

			“I said that I wasn’t interested in having my face on TV,” I correct him. “I’m not interested in the attention or in being the public face of the Bureau. It holds zero interest for me personally. I’m happy to let others get their fifteen minutes. That’s what I told you.” 

			“That’s not exactly—”

			My dam of self-control cracks, and I slam my fist down on the table, the dull thud of it echoing around the conference room. It falls silent around the table. Koslowski, Ferguson, and Nash are all staring at their laps, looking like they were wishing they could be anywhere but here right now. They look like children caught between two bickering parents. The tension in the room is so thick I’m practically choking on it, and Gathers is sitting back in his chair, a smug smirk on his face, enjoying the show. 

			Intellectually, I know that this is Gathers trying to assert himself—to show the others that he won’t bow down and kiss my ring just because I have the job he wanted. He doesn’t like me and doesn’t like the fact that I’m his boss, so his mission is simple: he’s here to cause chaos and nothing more. He’s trying to bait me into an emotional outburst, trying to get me to say or do something unprofessional that he can use to trot back to the brass to tell them I’m abusive and creating a toxic work environment in my role as the Unit Chief. 

			I know this. I know this is what he’s doing, and I think it’s ridiculous schoolyard garbage. But that doesn’t piss me off any less. If anything, it pisses me off more, though I’m mostly pissed at myself. Especially when he pushes me to the point that I do something like slamming my fist down on the table. It’s an outburst I can’t afford to have. I can’t afford to give him the slightest bit of ammunition to use against me.

			I take a moment to silently count to ten and release some of the tension in my shoulders before speaking. When I feel somewhat calmer, I turn my gaze to Gathers. 

			“Talking to you is like a knife fight, Agent Gathers,” I say, my voice tight. “Every time I speak, you apparently feel compelled to throw your two cents in. Every. Single. Time.”

			He shrugs. “I thought you believed in open dialogue. My bad.” 

			“Open dialogue, yes. What I don’t tolerate is insubordination. And believe me when I say that you are treading very close to that line,” I tell him. “I know what you’re doing, Agent Gathers, and let me assure you that your act is wearing very thin. You’re pushing me toward an outcome I can guarantee you won’t like. So, if I were you, I would choose your next words to me very, very carefully before you speak.” 

			Gathers’ expression darkens, and he scowls at me. He glances around the table, looking for support from the others. Interestingly enough, none of the other unit heads seem inclined to step up on his behalf. I can almost feel them pulling away from him. That seems to enrage him even further. But he wisely holds his tongue and sits back in his seat, looking for all the world like a petulant child who was just reprimanded for something. 

			“All right,” I say as I look around the table. “Let’s get started. We have a lot of cases on deck, and we need to triage them and see where you’re taking your teams.” 

			As we start digging into the files on the table, the tension seems to ease… slightly. At least we have something else to focus on. I can still feel Gathers’ baleful glare on me though. It’s so dark and heavy that it feels like a physical weight that’s pressing down on me. I do my best to ignore it and focus on the task at hand—dividing up the workload and sending the other teams out to work their cases. But this situation with Gathers is rapidly coming to a head. 

			As if I need something else on my plate right now. 
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			Office of Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“You don’t think he’ll tank a case just to make you look bad, do you?” Astra asks.

			I shake my head. “Nah. He knows that will make him look bad too. And if his sole goal is to take me down, he can’t get caught in the blowback. He’s smarter than that,” I reply. “An egotistical, arrogant, narcissistic jerk, but a smart one. He’s not going to spike himself just to get to me.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“I am,” I tell her. “I think I’ve got a pretty good read on the guy.” 

			I take a sip of my coffee, and my chair squeaks as I lean back and look up at the ceiling in my office. I knew command was going to be challenging when I stepped into the role. I never anticipated, though, that one of my subordinates would be so openly defiant and disrespectful and would try to undermine me every step of the way. I guess maybe I should have. Maybe I was naïve to think that they’d all accept me as their boss. I blow out a long, frustrated breath.

			“I think I’m making inroads with the others though,” I tell her. “Koslowski, Ferguson, and Nash. I won’t say they’re warming to me exactly, but things aren’t quite as frosty.” 

			“Well, that’s progress, I guess.”

			“I’ll take what I can get.” 

			She grins. “Is this job everything you hoped and expected it to be?”

			“No. Not even close,” I reply with a roll of my eyes. “But I won’t lie; it has some perks. There are some things to like about being the one calling the shots.” 

			“Yeah? Like what?” 

			“Like deciding we’re getting the hell out of this winter hellscape and going someplace warm for a while,” I say with a laugh. 

			“Oh, come on, Grinch Wilder. What’s Christmas without a little snow?” she teases. 

			I groan. “Are we going to do this again this year?” 

			Astra levels me with one of her patented withering smiles. I swear, somehow this woman can just absolutely floor me with nothing more than a simple look. “Are we coming up on Christmas?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then, yes, it appears that we are going to do this again.”

			I laugh out loud. Astra knows how much I hate Christmas, but every year she tries to give me a holiday cheer suppository. I started hating the holidays the year my parents were murdered. I was twelve, and that loathing hasn’t gotten any better over the last almost twenty-two years or so now. I’ll admit, it’s gotten better since Kit came back into my life. With my baby sister around, I’ve been a lot less Grinchy and have developed a better appreciation for the holidays. But I’m still a far cry from being one of those people who slap on a Santa cap and a tinsel boa and dance around singing Christmas carols on November first. I wish I could love the holidays the way most other people seem to. I just can’t quite make that turn. 

			“You realize that your Scrooge act dulls the Christmas shine for Aunt Annie, Maisey, and Kit, don’t you?” Astra asks. 

			I get to my feet and pick up the file that’s sitting on my desk. “Well, speaking of warmer weather, I think we should present the case to the team.”

			Astra gives me a lopsided grin but gets to her feet. “We’ll talk about this later, Wilder. This isn’t over, you know.” 

			“It never is,” I reply. 

			We laugh together as we walk out of my office and step into the bullpen. I look around and groan. It’s already looking like Santa Claus himself threw up in here. On the tables all around us are bright, sparkly holiday decorations, and everybody is hanging ornaments on a tall tree that’s standing in the corner. Except for Mo. She’s busy hanging stockings, each one bearing one of our names, on the wall. Christmas music is playing from somebody’s computer, and it’s all so festive and bright, I could puke. I guess I really am the love child of the Grinch and Ebenezer Scrooge.

			I step to the front of the room. “All right, children. I hate to break up the festivities—” 

			“No, you don’t,” Astra shouts over me with a laugh. 

			Everybody else chuckles along with her, but the music cuts out, and everybody returns to their workstations. I look around and see that they’re all smiles and in good cheer. There’s some small part of me that stands in wonder at that. We deal with the evilest creatures on the planet and see the most terrible things people do to one another on a daily basis. And yet, everybody around me somehow manages to hold on to their humanity. They’re able to smile and find unfettered joy in things like birthdays, anniversaries, and even Christmas. 

			“Where are we off to, boss?” Lucas calls out. 

			My stomach churns, and I feel a heavy weight pressing down on my chest. Even Kit, who has arguably seen even worse things than we have—has done things worse than we’ve seen—can still find that joy the others can. My baby sister has a lightness in her soul and a freedom in her spirit that not even the hard life she’s led and all the trauma she’s endured have been able to beat out of her. It makes me see just how broken I am as a human being.

			“Boss?” Lucas asks.

			I give myself a shake and pull my head out of the clouds, snapping myself back to the present. Clearing my throat, I run a hand through my hair. Astra cocks her head as she looks at me, her eyes filled with concern. 

			“You all right?” Mo asks.

			“I’m fine. Thank you. And to answer your question, Lucas, we’re going to Miami,” I tell them. “We’ve got a con man down there bilking women out of their life savings. Eight women have come forward to report him. So far.”

			“A con man?” Astra asks with a raised eyebrow. “That sounds… boring.” 

			I laugh softly. “Coming off our last few cases, I thought we could use something a little less exciting,” I tell her. “We’ve been going a hundred miles an hour for so long now; I thought we needed something that might allow us to catch our breath.” 

			“Yeah, but a fraud case?” Astra says, looking like she just ate something sour.

			“I have to agree with her,” Mo adds. “I mean, aren’t there any kidnappings or something that need some attention? Something exciting but not too strenuous?” 

			“I gave the kidnapping case to Ferguson and a serial arsonist to Koslowski. Sorry, guys. I want us to throttle back a bit,” I say. 

			There’s a collective groan from the team followed by a round of chuckling. I appreciate that they all want to get in on the high-profile, dangerous cases. I appreciate that they all want in on the action. But one thing I’ve learned is that sometimes you need to force people to take a step back and take a breath. People need a break. Being caught up in the action for too long can force a person to burn out—to lose perspective. It can force them to make mistakes. And in our line of work, making mistakes can have fatal consequences. 

			And having my people hurt, or worse, because they’re too tired to make the right decisions, or because they’re too slow to make them, is not something I’m willing to accept. The thought of losing one of my people because they’re burned out isn’t something I can stomach. When I got my first command, one of the overriding principles I operated by was that everybody goes home at the end of the day. I swore to myself that I would never put them in a position that jeopardized that. I’m sure some people think that’s corny, but it’s a principle I still cling to. 

			“Come on guys, not every case can be a serial killer cannibal or some crazy high-dollar heist ring,” I say. “Sometimes, we need to take the mundane, boring cases. It’s all about balance.” 

			There’s another round of laughter, but then Rick’s voice cuts through the din. “Sorry to interrupt, but I think you guys should see this.” 

			He taps a few keys, and the screens on the wall behind me light up; I step aside so everybody can see them. Rick pulls up the local news feed from a station in Dallas and turned up the volume. The pretty blonde is looking into the camera, a grave expression on her face.

			“Once again, our lead story is the bombing of a building that was under construction in Grimley,” she says. “The bodies of two construction workers inside the building when the bomb exploded have been recovered, and at least two dozen others in surrounding buildings were wounded in the blast. The FBI and ATF are on the scene, but details at this point are sketchy. We will bring you the news as it comes in…”

			Rick mutes the volume, but the scene on the screen shows footage of men and women in FBI and ATF windbreakers combing through the wreckage of the building. Smoke is still rising as the shot cuts to the tear-streaked and bloodied faces of the people of Grimley. A reporter is getting sound bites from survivors of the bombing. 

			“Dallas, huh?” Astra asks. 

			“Looks that way,” I nod.

			“And she hasn’t called yet?” 

			I arch an eyebrow at her. “You know her. She’d sooner cut off her own arm with a dull, rusty butter knife than ask for help. Even if she needs it.”

			“Especially if she needs it,” Astra mutters. 

			“Exactly.”

			“Sorry,” Lucas cuts in. “But who are we talking about here?”

			“Does this mean we’re going to Dallas?” Mo asks hopefully. “We’re going to look into the bombing in Dallas instead of going to that snoozefest in Miami?” 

			“It’s looking that way,” I say. 

			“Again,” Lucas jumps in. “Who’s in Dallas who needs help but won’t ask? And if she doesn’t want help, is it wise for us to go insert ourselves where we may not be wanted?” 

			“We’re wanted. Needed, actually,” I tell him. “But she’s too stubborn to admit it.”

			“She makes mules look reasonable by comparison,” Astra adds. 

			“Okay, sorry to sound like a broken record, but who are we talking about?” Lucas asks.

			My cell phone chirps in my pocket, and I pull it out and smirk when I see the number on the display screen. I turn it around and show it to Astra.

			“Wow,” she says. “It’s a Christmas miracle.” 

			“Right?” I reply with a laugh. 

			I connect the call and press the phone to my ear, a wide smile on my face. “Rosie. We were just talking about you…” 
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			We hit the ground running when we got here and set up our base of operations in the conference room set aside for us. Everything we needed was already in place when we arrived. I’m looking through the pictures in the file that was left for me to review. It’s preliminary, and they don’t detail too much, but they give me a good look at the scene, such as it is. 

			The doors to the conference room slide open with a hiss, and I look up. A wide smile crosses my face when I see her walk in. I come around the table and step toward her.  

			“Rosalinda Espinoza,” I say and greet her with a warm embrace. 

			Rosie laughs and hugs me back then moves over and gives Astra an equally warm hug. Still holding on to Astra’s forearms, she looks at her with a wide smile on her face.

			“Still playing sidekick to this one, huh?” she asks.

			Astra laughs. “Batman needed Robin. Holmes couldn’t function without Watson,” she replies. “Besides, working for her allows me to have almost no responsibility. Blake’s so anal retentive, she does most of the work for us. There isn’t an easier, cushier gig in the entire Bureau.” 

			Rosie laughs. “Mo, Rick. It’s nice to see you two again.”

			“You, too, ma’am,” they reply almost in unison. 

			She turns and introduces herself to Lucas and Nina, who joined the team after her time as the ASAC in Seattle. After bouncing around to a couple of different field offices, Rosie finally settled in Dallas and has taken a department that had a bad reputation and rebuilt it from the ground up, introducing a new culture, and making all the changes she used to talk about wanting to make back when she was in the Pacific Northwest.

			Rosie is a small woman, but to me, she’s always seemed so much larger than her sturdy, five-five frame. Her long, lustrous black hair has a little more gray in it than I remember, but her eyes, blacker than midnight, are still sharp and don’t miss a thing. She’s a strong woman who has probably done more to influence my career than anybody else in my life. I don’t know that without her support and encouragement I’d have found my own strength.

			There are days I still miss having her in Seattle, but I’m glad to see that she’s finally having success and getting the recognition she deserves. She’s lifted a lot of people up and has helped us climb the ladder in a Bureau that operates a lot like a frat house and an old boy’s club. Especially in the higher echelons of power. Women in the Bureau still operate under a glass ceiling, but because of people like Rosie, there are a lot more cracks in it than there used to be.

			“So, I’m hearing chatter that they have you ticketed for a position in DC,” I say. “Any truth to the rumors?” 

			She shrugs. “You know I don’t listen to rumors.”

			“Just because you don’t talk about them doesn’t mean you don’t listen to them. You should always listen to rumors because you never know what nuggets of truth they’ll contain,” Astra presses. “I believe it was you who taught me that. That was you, wasn’t it?”

			Rosie flashes her a mischievous smile. “I’d almost forgotten how much of a pain in the ass you are, Russo.”  

			Astra chuckles. “I’m simply passing on the wisdom of a wise woman I used to know.”

			“You just enjoy throwing my words back in my face,” Rosie says. 

			“Yeah, that too.”

			They share a smile and a laugh and for a minute it feels like old times again. But we’re not getting the band back together. That time has come and gone, and we’re here to do a job. As much as I’d like to sit here with her and catch up on things, talk about what’s going on in each other’s lives, and shoot the breeze, the clock is already ticking on our case.

			“So, I hate to break up the party, but what are we looking at down here, Rosie?” I ask. 

			And just like that, the smile fades from Rosie’s lips, and she switches into business mode. She’s always been able to make that turn on a dime. In a world that’s as chaotic as ours, it’s good to know that some things don’t change. It’s comforting. 

			“To be honest, we’re not sure what we’re looking at just yet,” Rosie tells us. “All we know at this point is that somebody blew up a building in Grimley—that’s a growing town just outside the Metroplex proper. Two workers were inside the building when it exploded, and as of right now, we have thirty-six other casualties—people injured by glass and debris from the explosion.”

			“That’s it?” I ask.

			“That’s it right now,” she replies. “We’ve put together an FBI-ATF joint task force. They’re sifting through the rubble and will hopefully have more answers for us soon.” 

			“No record of any threats?” Astra asks.

			She shakes her head. “Nothing we’re aware of. But again, the task force will be speaking with local authorities—” 

			“Why don’t you leave that for us to do? Let the task force deal with the scene,” I offer. 

			She nods. “Done.”

			“Is there anything of value in Grimley? Is there a secret military base? Is there a military production facility? A bioweapons lab?”

			Rosie shakes her head again. “No. Nothing,” she says. “It’s a suburb. About twenty miles east of here. It’s becoming an affluent bedroom community full of people who commute into Dallas for work, but that’s about it. There is nothing militarily or politically significant about it.” 

			“And nobody has claimed credit for the bombing?” Lucas asks.

			“We haven’t heard anything,” Rosie replies.

			“I’m not seeing any chatter about it online,” Nina calls from her spot at the conference table. “Nobody’s claimed responsibility for it.”

			“So, if it’s not a military target, or somebody making a political statement,” I muse, “what’s it about?”

			“That is a question I leave for you to answer,” Rosie says. “And I want to thank you all for getting down here as quickly as you did.” 

			“Of course,” I nod. “This is the job.” 

			“Is there anything else you need to get rolling?” Rosie asks.

			“No, I think we’re good to go,” I reply with a shake of my head. “But I just want to be clear up front that we’re not joining the task force and we’re not answerable to them. We’ll keep them in the loop, of course, but we run our own investigation separate from your task force.” 

			A grin flickers across Rosie’s lips. “And I would never dream of trying to tame that independent spirit,” she says. “I wanted you here because I know how good your team is at the work you do. I want you to serve as a double-check on the work the task force is doing. You know how these interdepartmental task forces are—”

			“There’s usually too much testosterone, and the guys are usually too busy breaking out the measuring sticks to work together effectively,” Astra mutters. 

			“Too true,” Rosie says. “That’s why I want you guys to do your thing out here. I don’t want people pissing and whining about what is and isn’t their turf to get in the way of finding the truth here. I want this case closed.”

			“We’re on it,” I tell her. “We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

			“I’ll leave you to it then.” 

			Rosie turns to leave, and I quickly fall into step beside her. We walk into the hallway outside the war room, and she greets some of her agents as they pass by. It’s not hard to see the respect her agents have for her. Morale here is even better than the morale in the Seattle FO. In a relatively short amount of time, she’s turned what had been known as one of the more toxic field offices in the Bureau into one of the best. What she’s done here is impressive. 

			Rosie ushers me into an alcove and turns to me. “It’s really good to see you, Blake. Believe it or not, I’ve missed you.” 

			“I’ve missed you, too, Rosie. But I’m glad to see you thriving out here,” I reply. “You’re doing some incredible work.”

			“Once I thinned the herd and tossed all the bad apples out of the bushel, it gave the good agents who’d been dying on the vine a chance to shine. I’ve got some good people here,” she says. “They make me look good.”

			“You’re a great leader. You help bring out the best in the people around you. Always have.” 

			Rosie isn’t one who’s normally very sentimental, but she gives me a warm smile and looks away, her cheeks flushing. She’s never been very good at accepting compliments. Rosie is the type of leader who deflects the credit and lets her team shine. That’s always been her way. She finally raises her gaze and smiles at me. 

			“Speaking of terrific leaders, look at you. Unit Chief,” she says. “I’m proud of you, Blake. I knew it was only a matter of time before you started getting the accolades you deserve.” 

			“I have you to thank for that.”

			“Nonsense,” she says with a dismissive wave. “You’ve earned everything you’ve gotten on your own. And Unit Chief is just the start. You’re ticketed for bigger and better things, Blake Wilder. Mark my words.”

			We stand there for a couple of moments, laughing softly and doing our best to avoid looking at each other, the air between us thick with tension. Rosie and I are quite a bit alike in a lot of ways. It’s probably why she and I have always gotten along so well. I’m about as sentimental and about as good at taking compliments as she is.   

			“Okay, okay, let’s not make this reunion weird,” Rosie says, clearing her throat. “You’re making it weird.” 

			I laugh. “As always, I take my cues from you.” 

			“Shut up,” Rosie says, then looks at me with the same determined glare I’ve come to know and love over the years. “Go to work, Blake. Go catch this bomber.” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” I snap a salute. “I’ll keep you in the loop.”

			“Please do.” 

			I start heading back to the war room, but Rosie calls my name, so I turn back to her. 

			“It’s good to see you again, Blake. And I’m really proud of you,” she says. 

			“Thanks, boss. That means a lot.” 

			I turn and start across the hallway, heading for the war room again, a smile on my face. 
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			“All right, people,” I call out as I come through the doors. “It’s time to go to work. Rick, what can you tell me about the building that was blown up?”

			“It’s owned by Harrison Rosen—he’s a commercial real estate developer,” Rick reports. “He purchased the building in 2020, and the plans show that he was turning them into luxury condominiums. Seems pretty on par with the growth of the community of Grimley.”

			“Okay, good. And what do we know about Rosen?” I ask. 

			“We know that he’s developed quite a few smaller commercial buildings around the Metroplex. A lot of office buildings, strip malls, a few high rises downtown,” Nina jumps in. “He’s successful but not mega-wealthy. He makes a decent living.”

			“Debts?” I ask. 

			“Nothing that stands out in bright neon lights,” Nina offers.   

			“What about shady connections?” Astra asks. “Does he have any connections to people with known criminal histories? Particularly violent histories?” 

			“Checking on that now,” Nina says, her fingers a flurry of motion as she says it. 

			“What about Rosen himself?” I ask. “Any criminal record we should be aware of?”

			“I’ll take that one,” Rick says. 

			As Rick and Nina click away at their keyboards, I clasp my hands behind my back and pace the room, letting my brain peck away at the facts we have, scant as they are. There are a million different ways this can go. It’s probably morbid to say, but the beginning of a case is always exciting because of that. We just don’t know where it’s going to lead. What we need, though, is to find an angle to start working and see where it goes from there. 

			“Rosen has a couple of hits on his resume—a pair of domestic abuse charges, a pair of DUIs, and a drunk and disorderly,” Rick announces. “Guy’s a pig, but nothing in his record says bomber and murderer to me.” 

			“What about insurance fraud?” Astra asks. “Does he stand to land a windfall now that his building is in ashes?” 

			“Windfall? Not that I can see,” Nina says, her eyes on her screen. “He’ll barely break even with what he’s already put into the project. I don’t think insurance fraud is viable.” 

			“Not unless he’s really stupid and really bad at insurance fraud,” I note. “All the same, we should probably talk to this guy anyway. You never know what a person’s capable of until you look them square in the eye.”

			“And not always even then,” Astra adds. 

			“Rick, Nina, I want you two to dig into Rosen’s associates. Look into the associates of their associates,” I tell them. “Any enemies. Any deals that went south. Any recently evicted tenants. Anyone who could have any possible connection and motive to blow up his fancy new project. I want to know if there’s anything even remotely shady we should be taking a closer look at.” 

			“On it,” they reply in unison. 

			“Lucas and Mo, I want you guys to go to the scene and liaise with the boots on the ground out there,” I order. “I want to know if they have anything worth looking into. I want to know what they’re thinking and where their heads are at.” 

			“You got it,” Mo nods. “Lucas, let’s roll.” 

			They get to their feet and head out. As Rick and Nina bang away at their keyboards, Astra turns to me. 

			“So, are we heading out for lunch or going to talk to Rosen?” she asks.

			“How about we go talk to Rosen, then go grab some lunch?” 

			“Sounds like a plan to me” 

			“Great. Let’s go.” 

			k

			I pull the SUV to a stop in the parking lot of the two-story building made of red brick and smoked glass. It’s cool, sleek, modern-looking, and tastefully landscaped. The burnished steel sign out front has dark, embossed letters that identify it as Rosen Development, Inc. It’s nice but not ostentatious, which seems to track with Nina’s assessment that he’s successful but not one of those mega-wealthy real estate developers that seem to grow on the vine in a city like Dallas.

			We get out of the car and head up the walk to the building. The dark glass doors slide aside as we approach, and we’re greeted by a cool rush of air. We step into a lobby that’s dimly lit and has the hushed atmosphere of a library. The walls to our left and right are made of a rough-hewn, dark stone, and the floor is dark, irregularly shaped tile. 

			A desk sits at the far end of the lobby with a perky, petite brunette sitting behind it. She offers us a well-practiced smile. 

			“Welcome to Rosen Development,” she chirps. “How can I help you?” 

			We badge her, and I offer her a warm smile. “Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We’d like to have a word with Mr. Rosen. Is he in?” 

			The receptionist consults her computer for a moment then turns back to us. “He is in, but he appears to be on a call at the moment,” she says. “I’ll let him know you’re here if you’d care to have a seat.”  

			“Thank you,” I reply. 

			Astra and I walk over to the small sitting area against the east wall. We drop into a pair of black, plush chairs with a small table set between them. On the wall above us is the company name in steel letters affixed to the stone, and across from us is a piece of modern art that’s all lines done in shades of red and black. I’m not much for art, but it’s a beautiful piece.  

			“Agents.” 

			I look up at the booming voice that in the silence of the lobby sounds louder than a cannon shot. We get to our feet as the man approaches. He’s wearing black jeans, a white work shirt, a black vest, black cowboy boots, and a turquoise bolo tie sits at his throat. At a little more than six feet tall with a heavyset build, he’s a bear of a man. His hair is dark and shot through with gray like his bushy beard, his dark eyes sparkle, and he’s got a wide, warm smile on his face. He seems like a gregarious man—and definitely one playing up the cowboy stereotype.

			“Harry Rosen,” he greets us with a handshake. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I reply. 

			“Pleasure to meet you,” he says in a thick Texas twang. “Come with me.” 

			We follow Rosen through a series of winding hallways that cut through the building. They were all made of the same dark stone as the lobby and lined with frosted glass sconces and photographs of buildings that Rosen’s company built. He steps aside and lets us enter his office first then follows us in and closes the door behind us. 

			“Please, have a seat,” he said. 

			Astra and I perch on the chairs in front of his desk, and I look around. Rosen’s office, although cluttered, is tidy. Clean. His diplomas from Auburn and the Clemson School of Real Estate Development hang on the wall behind his desk. There are blueprints on a drafting table that’s set off to the side as well as thick, three-ring binders with the names of various projects he’s working on stacked up on a flat table beside it. His office isn’t just for show. It’s a working office.

			Everything is dark wood, and though it’s nice and exudes a sense of professionalism, I can tell that his furniture isn’t the high-end stuff. It’s a step up from IKEA but far from the designer woodworking you’d see in the offices of some of the more well-known real estate developers in the area. I get the feeling that Rosen is more hands-on than most of those wealthy real estate moguls who seem more like figureheads than anything.

			The captain’s chair behind his desk squeaks as he drops his bulk into it and leans back in it, that friendly smile still on his face. 

			“Say, I’m sorry. Where are my manners?” he starts as he sits up and leans forward. “Would you ladies like some coffee? Soda? Anything to wet those whistles?” 

			“No, we’re fine. But thank you,” I reply.

			“All right. So, what can I do for you, agents?” 

			“I think you know why we’re here,” Astra says.

			“I’ve got a pretty good idea, yeah,” he nods. “And before you ask, no, I didn’t blow up my own building. I’m sure you’ve already looked into my financials. So, I assume you know if I blew up that building, I’d stand to lose money on the deal. That’d make me one dumb fella to go and do that. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			“It would,” Astra agrees.

			“I’m a lot of things, Agents, but dumb ain’t one of ‘em,” he cracks. “Grimley’s a growing town. Getting more affluent with all them white-collar folk from Dallas looking for some open space to live. Those luxury condos would have made me a mint.” 

			I nod, knowing that he’s not wrong. He would have made a lot more money by putting those condos up. When I saw his financials and insurance policy, it didn’t make a lot of sense to me either. But not only is it doing our due diligence to talk to him, it’s also important to me to look somebody in the eye as I question them. I’m not saying that I’m infallible or can always tell when somebody’s lying just by looking at them, but I like to think I’m pretty good at reading people. Or at least getting a decent feel for them.

			“Mr. Rosen—”

			“Aww, please. Just call me Harry. You call me Mr. Rosen and I’m lookin’ around for my daddy,” he cuts me off. 

			I laugh softly. On one level, Harry Rosen is difficult not to like. He’s just got such a down-to-earth, down-home demeanor and an easygoing way about him that I can see why he’s so successful. He’s likable. But I also know that he’s an abuser, and domestic abusers often hide that monster inside them behind amiable and gregarious masks. And in this particular case, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit to find out that much of this man’s public persona, from the accent to the cowboy boots, is a charade. It makes me curious about what his story is. It’s not relevant to our case, though, so I let it go. 

			“All right, Harry, can you think of anybody who might want to hurt your business interests?” I ask. “Competitors who might want to damage your business?” 

			His chuckle is deep and gruff. “Believe it or not, real estate development is a pretty cutthroat, backstabbing business—” 

			“I believe it,” Astra cuts in. “With hundreds of millions of dollars at stake, I have no trouble believing it gets a little cutthroat.” 

			He nods. “I imagine it’s worse higher up that ladder. I don’t mess around with them big dogs,” he tells us. “I’m fine dippin’ my pole into these smaller ponds. I may not have my own jet, but I can’t complain’ with the livin’ I’m makin’.” 

			“So, can you think of anybody who might want to drive you out of that pond so they can dip their pole into it?” Astra asks. 

			He purses his lips and shrugs but seems to be thinking about it. “I mean, most of my work these days is right here in Grimley. And not to put too fine a point on it, but I pretty much have the ol’ town on lock since I was born and raised here,” he tells us. “Blowin’ up one buildin’ ain’t gonna drive me out of this here pond, but I ain’t got much in the way of competition around here anyway. My company is the only game in town, so to speak.” 

			“And no new competitors trying to make inroads?” I ask. “Nobody trying to move in on your turf here in Grimley?” 

			“Not that I’m aware of. I ain’t gotten any threats or anything like that if that’s what you’re asking,” he replies. 

			“Harry, do you owe anybody money? Do you have outstanding gambling debts or anything like that?” Astra asks. 

			He shakes his head. “I’ve made my share of mistakes, as I’m sure you know,” he says. “But gettin’ myself into a hole like that ain’t one of ‘em. I never acquired a taste for gamblin’. I seen too many people who’ve gone down that path, and I like the nice things I’ve got in my life too much to piss ‘em away like that. Pardon the language, agents. I promise you, though, I ain’t got nothin’ to hide, so feel free to dig into me as deep as you want.”

			“We will,” Astra says. “We have to do our due diligence. No offense.”

			“None taken. I know the drill,” he says with a chuckle.  

			“So, no threats, nobody looking to take over your business, you don’t owe anybody money, and you haven’t racked up any large debts,” I note. 

			“That about sums me up, Agent Wilder,” Rosen says. 

			I exchange a look with Astra and give her a nod, then we both get to our feet.

			“Thank you for your time, Harry. We appreciate you answering our questions,” I say.

			“Anything I can do to help,” he replies. 

			“We may have further questions for you, so if you don’t mind sticking around town, we’d appreciate it,” I say. 

			“I ain’t goin’ anywhere. Feel free to give me a call,” he replies, his eyes lingering on me for an uncomfortable amount of time. “Feel free to call me anytime, Agent Wilder.”

			My cheeks flush with warmth as I turn and walk briskly from his office. Astra falls into step beside me, and I can tell she’s doing her best to hold in the laugh as we make our way through the building. I slip behind the wheel of the SUV and quickly start it. 

			Astra flashes me a mischievous grin. “You know—”

			“Shut it, or I will shoot you,” I say, making her laugh as I roar out of the parking lot. 
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			“You are gods among women,” Rick says. 

			“Thanks, guys,” Nina adds. “I’m starving.” 

			“Of course,” I say.

			Astra and I pass around the barbecue sandwiches and fries we picked up for lunch. It was just after noon when we left Harry’s place, and rather than leaving Rick and Nina to fend for themselves—knowing they had little more than vending machines to eat from—Astra and I picked up some greasy food and brought it back to the war room. We enjoy a brief respite from the madness and make small talk while munching on our meals. 

			“Any word from Lucas and Mo?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, the scene is locked down right now. ATF isn’t letting them onto the scene just yet, and they’re apparently being super tight with the flow of information,” Nina tells me. “So, they got what they could and then went to lunch. Mo told me one of the agents turned them on to a killer barbecue joint which was apparently the extent of the ATF’s help.” 

			“Wonderful. An interagency pissing match already,” I grouse. “Do we at least have an ID on the two victims yet?” 

			“Still working on that,” Nina says. 

			“Did you guys get anything from the building owner?” Rick asks.

			Astra shakes her head. “Not much,” she says. “But we’re both pretty convinced he didn’t have anything to do with it.” 

			“Which is why I want to circle back to the victims,” I add.

			“You think somebody blew up a building just to take a person out?” Nina asks.

			“It wouldn’t be the first time a killer disguised their true target in a mass casualty event,” I explain. “They think if there is a pile of bodies, it’s going to be harder to determine who was the target, which means it’s harder to find them.” 

			“But there were only two victims. If the target wasn’t one, it’s going to be the other. That’s not a whole lot of carnage camouflage,” Rick says with a chuckle.

			“Maybe the bomber thought it would be a normal workday and there would be a full staff present,” I say. “We just don’t know yet. Which reminds me, we should track down the foreman and find out why there were only two workers there that day.” 

			“Noted,” Astra says, then pops a fry into her mouth. 

			“Okay, we just got IDs on our two victims,” Nina says. “We have Jesus Ortiz, forty years old, and Dale Sutter, forty-six years old. Both had been with Hinman Construction—that’s the outfit Rosen is using to build his new high rise—for more than twenty years.” 

			“Okay, good. Excellent,” I nod. “Now, let’s do a deep dive into both of them. I want to know everything about Mr. Ortiz and Mr. Sutter. I especially want to know any shady contacts they might have, criminal background, anything and everything you can dig up.” 

			“Will you be wanting their shoe size too?” Rick quips.

			I laugh. “If you don’t stop being an ass and get to work, you’re going to get my shoe size someplace very uncomfortable.” 

			“That’s not really the deterrent you think it is for him, Boss,” Astra says. 

			Rick shrugs and shoots Astra a smirk. “Not totally untrue.”

			“Okay, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any of that, or I’m going to spend the rest of the afternoon drinking and trying to forget,” I say. 

			The doors to the war room slide open with a loud hiss, and a tall, stately woman in a blue pantsuit with a red blouse beneath her blazer strides in. She’s maybe an inch shorter than my five-nine frame, has a fit, athletic build, a chiseled jawline, and an aquiline nose that seems accentuated by her high, sharp cheekbones. Her auburn hair is swept into an updo, and her dark eyes are narrowed and probing. She’s got the bearing of a woman who’s used to being in command and having her orders followed. 

			“Chief Wilder?”

			I nod and extend my hand, noting the ID badge hooked to her belt that identifies her as belonging to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms—the alphabet agency that currently has our crime scene locked down. 

			“Blake.” 

			Her grip is firm, her gaze direct and penetrating. “Briar Fitzpatrick,” she introduces herself. “I’m the Special Agent in Charge of the Dallas Field office.”

			“Pleasure to meet you, SAC Fitzpatrick.”

			“Likewise,” she replies.  

			Fitzpatrick is about as warm as an Alaskan glacier. Her demeanor isn’t unfriendly per se, but she’s definitely to the point and professional. She seems crisp and curt, like one who doesn’t waste a lot of time—or words, apparently. 

			“I understand two of your team members were down at the crime scene,” she starts.

			“That’s right. My understanding is that our agencies are working this together as a joint task force,” I reply. “And yet, my team was shooed away from the scene.”

			She nods. “Yes, I heard that as well, and I do apologize for that. My agents were rather territorial and out of line,” she admits. “But rest assured, I have corrected that problem, and your team will be given full access to the scene.”

			“I appreciate that, SAC Fitzpatrick. Thank you.” 

			“Of course,” she says. “And I will make sure your team receives our reports and any information that we generate. I hope we can expect the same in return from you.”

			“Absolutely. One hundred percent,” I say. 

			“Excellent.”

			When you have two or more of the alphabet agencies working a scene, it’s not usually this… copacetic. SAC Fitzpatrick’s willingness to be open and transparent, while a welcome change of pace, has me feeling a bit disoriented. A bit out of sorts. It almost feels like I fell down the rabbit hole and have come out in Wonderland. In all my years with the Bureau, I don’t think I’ve ever had a multi-agency scene without a lot of drama and territorial pissing matches attached to it. 

			As I look at Fitzpatrick’s face, though, I don’t see any guile. I don’t see any hidden agendas lurking in her eyes. Nor do I see a vulture waiting on a wire above us, just looking for a chance to swoop in and steal the carcass… or in this case, the credit and glory. All I see when I look into her eyes is somebody who wants to solve the crime and put the bad guys away. I see somebody willing to do whatever it takes to make that happen. And I instantly respect her for it.  

			“Can I ask where you and your team are at so far?” Fitzpatrick asks. 

			“We’ve only just arrived so we’re still in the beginning stages. As of now, though, we’ve spoken with the man who owns the building. We’re positive that he didn’t have anything to do with it. This wasn’t an insurance fraud situation,” I say. “So, we’re turning back to victimology. We’ve gotten IDs of the two victims of the bombing, and we’re doing a deep dive on both of them to see if there’s anybody in their lives who wanted to bring a building down on their heads.” 

			“You think somebody blew up the building just to get at one of our two vics?” 

			“I think it’s possible,” I reply. “It may turn out to be nothing, and they could both be choir boys. But we need to turn over every rock and see what’s underneath. It’s the only way we’re going to catch this bomber.” 

			“Fair enough,” she replies. 

			“Do you have the IDs? We can send you what we dig up,” I offer. 

			“I’d appreciate that.” 

			“And where are you with the investigation, SAC Fitzpatrick?” 

			“Like you, we’re in the beginning stages. Right now, my people are combing through the debris looking for what’s left of the device. We can hopefully, at the very least, find the trigger,” she tells me. “Once we find that, we might be able to put enough of it together to get the signature of the bomber which might help us ID him.” 

			I nod. Like serial killers, bombers often have a signature. They have a specific way of building their bombs, and the signature is sometimes found in the overall design of the device; but oftentimes, it’s found in the trigger. Bombers are very specific with their devices, and the ATF has a database that tracks the signatures. It’s entirely possible that our bomber here set off a similar device in Brussels. Or Miami. If the signature is in the database, it will at least give us a suspect pool to start with if neither of the victims pans out. 

			“Okay, well, I will keep you in the loop as we dig up more information,” I tell her. “And I”ll make sure you get a heads up if we can identify a suspect.” 

			“And I will be sure to do the same.” 

			I smile at her. “Isn’t it nice to know that different agencies can work and play well together after all?” 

			A faint smile flickers across her lips, and I wonder if her face would crack if she actually did manage a real one. But she doesn’t have to be pleasant to be a good working partner. I extend my hand again, and she shakes it. 

			“Thank you for coming down, SAC Fitzpatrick.”

			She nods. “Of course. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.” 

			And with that, she turns and walks briskly out of the war room. I watch her through the glass wall as she marches down the hallway. Agents seem to almost unconsciously move out of her way. It’s like SAC Fitzpatrick emits her own well of gravity that people are able to identify and navigate around without even thinking about it. That’s a skill I’d like to master. 

			“I think I want to be her when I grow up,” Astra cracks.

			I turn to her with a smirk on my face and scoff. “Like you’re ever going to grow up.” 
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			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. 

			“Marcus Fenton.”

			We take a moment to exchange handshakes, and he directs us to the chairs in front of his desk. Marcus Fenton is a tall, lanky man with dark eyes and dark hair that’s cut close to the scalp. He’s got dark, ebony skin framed by a neatly trimmed beard that’s dotted with gray. He has a kindly look about him, but right now, he looks sad. His eyes are red and watery, his nose red, and a sour, downcast look about him. 

			He drops into the chair behind his desk and slumps forward, folds his hands together, and gives us a drawn, tired look.

			“Thank you for taking the time to talk with us,” I start. “I know this must be a very difficult time for you.” 

			He sniffs and pulls a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipes his eyes, then gives us a nod. He looks like he’s aged ten years in the two minutes we’ve been sitting here.

			“Yeah. It’s hard. You could say that,” he says, his voice thick and hoarse. 

			“You were close to the men who were killed, I take it?” 

			He nods. “Yeah. Dale and I have been tight since we were kids,” he replies. 

			“We’re very sorry for your loss, Mr. Fenton,” I say. 

			“Marcus. Just call me Marcus.”

			“All right, Marcus,” I reply. “I’m Blake and this is Astra.” 

			He wipes his eyes again and lets out a long breath. His chair squeaks as he sits back in it and takes a moment to gather himself. It’s not difficult to see just how hard his friend’s death is hitting him, and my heart goes out to him. Fenton clears his throat and gives himself a shake. 

			“Sorry,” he says. “So, what can I do for you, agents?” 

			“We just had a few questions, if you’re up to answering them?” I ask.

			He nods. “Gonna have to, sooner or later. Might as well get it over with.” 

			“Again, we’re sorry we have to do this,” Astra says.

			“You’re just doin’ your job. I get it, so let’s get to it.” 

			I shift in my seat and lean forward. “All right, do you know of anybody who might have a grudge or might want to hurt either Mr. Ortiz or Mr. Sutter?” 

			Fenton shakes his head. “I didn’t know Jesus all that well, but I thought he was a pretty good guy. I couldn’t tell you much about his past or personal situation though,” he admits. “I can’t imagine anybody who’d want to hurt Dale. He was a good man. He went out of his way to help other people. I mean, he had some issues in his past, but he more than made up for his mistakes. The man was practically a saint.” 

			“What sort of issues did he have, Marcus?” Astra asks gently. 

			“He had some trouble with drugs and alcohol for a bit. He got into some trouble with his dealer. His wife left him and took the kids,” he tells us. “But he got himself straight. He cleaned up his act, got into a program, and he’s been livin’ clean ever since. And now… now, he’s gone.” 

			Marcus looks down, and I can see him fighting back the tears. He pulls out his handkerchief again and wipes his eyes. The muscles in his jaw flex as he clenches his teeth, and he seems to be struggling to fight off the waves of emotion that are battering him. We give him a minute to compose himself and wait until he raises his eyes to us again before pressing on.

			“You said that he had some trouble with his dealer,” Astra says. “Do you happen to know the name of this dealer?”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t. But that was years ago anyway.”

			“Sometimes hard feelings linger,” Astra offers. 

			“Yeah, maybe. I don’t know who the guy was though,” Fenton tells us. “He kept that part of his life secret and didn’t really talk about it.” 

			“I understand. Let me pivot to something else,” I say. “Can you tell me why only Mr. Ortiz and Mr. Sutter were at the building site? Why wasn’t there a full crew out there?”

			“We’re just finishing another project and were about to start the work on that site. Jesus and Dale were just there doing some prep work to set up the site so we could hit the ground running,” he explains.  

			“Is that normal procedure?” Astra asks. “Is that how you typically operate?” 

			He nods. “It is.” 

			“So, it’s entirely possible that anybody who might have been watching your team would have known that,” Astra presses.

			“Watching? You think somebody’s been watching us?” 

			“It’s a possibility,” I tell him. “It’s important that we stress that we’re simply in the beginning stages of the investigation and are just gathering as much information as we can right now. So, don’t read too much into any of the questions we’re asking.” 

			“Right,” Astra offers. “We just have to cast a wide net right now. That’s all.” 

			We’re doing our best to reassure him since he looks alarmed now. I can see him internalizing our questions and wondering if his practices and habits on a job site were too predictable and got his best friend killed.

			“It’s important you know that this isn’t your fault, Marcus,” I tell him. “You didn’t have anything to do with this.” 

			His smile is wan, and he gives me a grateful nod for at least trying. I can’t stop him from internalizing it though, and he looks like a man who will beat himself up about this for the rest of his life.  There’s nothing I can say that will ease the pain of the loss of his friend. The only thing we can do is catch the person or persons responsible for it. 

			“Marcus, do you know anyone who might know more about Dale’s past life?” I ask. “Anybody who might be able to fill us in on the details he kept from you?” 

			He leans back in his seat and nods. “Yeah. You’re probably gonna want to talk to his girl. Delia. Delia Alvarez,” he says. “Dale always told me she got him through the bad times—was always by his side and never turned her back on him.” 

			I nod, and we get to our feet. “Thank you for your time, Marcus. And again, we’re very sorry for the loss of your friend.” 

			He sniffs loudly. “Appreciate that. Guess it’s just the way life goes though, huh?” he says. “I honestly never thought he was gonna make it through that dark patch in his life, so I guess the fact he did, and I had these extra years with him is a blessin’, huh?” 

			“That’s certainly a very nice way to look at it,” Astra says. 

			He gets up, and we shake hands again before we walk out of his office, leaving him to grieve in peace. Neither of us says anything as we wind our way through the labyrinth of corridors that will hopefully lead us back to the front doors. With all the offices and cubicle bullpens in this sprawling, two-story building, it’s easy to get turned around. 

			“Agents.” 

			We turn at the sound of the man’s voice behind us. With his dark, perfectly styled hair, designer, navy blue, three-piece suit, and metallic red tie that strikes me as 80s preppy chic, and along with his chiseled good looks, he’s a dead ringer for Christian Bale’s Patrick Bateman in American Psycho. He stops a couple of feet in front of us and gives us a big Colgate smile as he extends his hand.

			“Peter Hinman, President and CEO of Hinman Construction,” he introduces himself in a tone that tells me he thinks we should be impressed.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “What can we do for you, Mr. Hinman?”

			“I just wanted to know when the site of the building collapse would be released,” he replies. “We have some work to do, and—”

			“Mr. Hinman, it wasn’t a simple building collapse,” Astra cuts him off. “It was a bombing. That building was blown up.” 

			He slips his hands into his pockets, a sheepish look on his face. He looks down at the ground for a moment and shuffles his feet before looking up at us again.

			“Right. Of course. I misspoke,” he says. “But my question remains: I need to know when we can get back to work on that site.” 

			I look at him, completely aghast for a moment. “Mr. Hinman, two of your employees died at that site. Wouldn’t you like to know who’s responsible for that?” 

			“Yes, yes. It’s a tragedy. It truly is. They were good men, good employees, and all that. Their families will be well taken care of,” he tells us. “But we’ve got a lot of work to do—more now that we’re going to need to build from scratch—but I made Mr. Rosen some promises regarding the timeline, and we need to get back to it as soon as possible.” 

			Astra and I exchange a look, both of us frowning. I see the worst in people every single day, but it still continually surprises me just how callous they can be. Hinman doesn’t seem the least bit upset about two of his employees being killed. I’d be willing to bet he couldn’t even tell me their names. I mean, I understand that the show must go on and they have to pick up the pieces and get back to work. But you’d think Hinman would at least attempt to give the appearance of caring. 

			“Mr. Hinman, I apologize for the inconvenience—” 

			He holds his finger up, cutting me off, and chuckles, the sound grating and condescending at the same time. I have to admit, being able to pack that much douchebaggery into one gesture is impressively irritating. 

			“Agent Wilder, I’m sure you’re very good at what you do, but I also know you don’t come from a business background. Let me assure you that old cliché is true: time is, in fact, money,” he says. “Every day you hold my construction site is a day we might as well be flushing my livelihood—the livelihoods of all my employees—down the toilet. I need to get my crew back to work out there.” 

			Astra and I exchange a look, and her face is as dark and tight as I’m sure mine is. Her jaw is clenched so tight, I’m sure she could probably bite through steel. I’m half-afraid if I don’t say something, I’m going to have to stop her from beating Hinman bloody. She handles mansplaining and condescension even worse than I do. 

			“Mr. Hinman, I appreciate you explaining things in a way that my obviously inferior lady-mind can understand, but let me explain something to you,” I say through gritted teeth. “That construction site was bombed. That makes it a crime scene. And I’m sorry to tell you that it will remain a closed crime scene until we’ve concluded our investigation. I understand it’s inconvenient and will probably screw with your timeline, but it’s out of my hands.”

			“You don’t understand. We have financial incentives tied to our production. Every day that passes without any work happening is costing me money,” he snaps.

			“Oh, I understand perfectly. I just don’t care,” I fire back. “This is a crime, Mr. Hinman. A crime that claimed the lives of two people. So, if you have to take a bit of a financial hit so we can dispense a little justice and do right by the two men who were killed, then that’s the way it is.” 

			His face flushes, and he scowls at us. “We’ll see about that. I’m going to call your boss, and I’m going to have your badges.”

			I scoff. “Good luck with that.” 

			“Also, you should stick around town, Mr. Hinman,” Astra adds. “We’re probably going to have some questions for you.” 

			He rounds on her, his eyes blazing with fury and his lips pulled back in a sneer. Hinman looks like he’s on the verge of exploding but somehow manages to reel it in and hold his tongue. Instead, he spins on his heel and marches away in a huff, his stomping footsteps echoing off the walls of the hallway around us.

			“I’m kind of surprised he didn’t throw himself on the ground and start kicking and screaming,” Astra remarks. 

			“He probably pays somebody to throw tantrums for him.”

			She nods. “You’re probably right.” 

			“Come on. Let’s get back to the war room,” I say. “I want to look into our victims a little closer. I want to know what Dale was into and see if his past came back to bite him.” 

			“Right behind you, boss.”
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			I walk into the war room the next morning with muffins and coffee, and the team descends on the trays like a swarm of locusts. I give everybody a few minutes to guzzle down some coffee and get some of the pastries into their bellies. I take the time to check my email and review my notes—not that I have a lot of information to review just yet, but it’s part of my usual morning routine. And routine for me is important. 

			“Okay, talk to me. What have we found out about our victims?” I finally ask. 

			“Jesus Ortiz is squeaky clean,” Nina says. “Not so much as a parking ticket that I can find.”

			“Dale Sutter, on the other hand, isn’t quite as clean,” Rick adds. “He did a couple of minor stints in county on possession charges. He’s got a few DUIs, a couple of drunk and disorderlies, a breaking and entering, an assault charge, and a partridge in a pear tree.” 

			“Yeah, we got the idea that he had something of a checkered past when we talked to his boss,” I say. “He apparently went through some rough times. But Marcus also said that he’d cleaned up his act and had been living a clean life since then.” 

			“Speaking of Sutter, can you dig into a Delia Alvarez?” Astra asks. 

			“Delia Alvarez?” Nina asks. 

			“Sutter’s girlfriend,” I explain. “Marcus told us Sutter credited her with keeping him on the straight and narrow. I want to know more about her.” 

			Nina leans down and goes to work, the sound of her tapping the keys on her laptop filling the air in the room. 

			“I just got an email from SAC Fitzpatrick,” Lucas announces. “They’re still working the scene and gathering the pieces to reassemble the bomb. She says she’ll tell us more when they have it, but they ran chemical composition tests on the site and found the device used a combination of PETN—pentaerythritol tetranitrate—and RDX.” 

			“That explains how and why the whole damn building came down,” Astra notes. 

			“The problem is, those things aren’t exactly exotic. Not easy to get, but there are a lot of people who can get their hands on that stuff,” I say. “Most construction companies have some stock of RDX on hand—at least, the ones who do demo work will likely have some.”

			“Companies like Hinman Construction perhaps?” Astra wonders. 

			“I can’t see Peter Hinman having anything to do with blowing up that building. Not with how stressed out he was about getting back to work,” I say.

			“Maybe Hinman had nothing to do with it himself, but what if somebody who works for him did?” Astra offers. “What if somebody has a beef with him and wanted to make his life hard? Or maybe somebody had a beef with Ortiz or Sutter, took some of the RDX, and decided to settle the score?” 

			I give a moment’s thought to what she said and nod. “It’s a good thought and worth looking into. We need to look into disgruntled employees.” 

			“I’d say anybody fired within the last year or so,” Astra says.

			“Good. Let’s do that. The good news is that sort of material is tightly controlled. They’re going to have to keep strict records on it,” I say. “Rick, do some poking around in their system. See what you can find out. Specifically, whether they keep stores of both PETN and RDX.” 

			“On it,” he says. 

			“Also, just in case, can you do some digging to see about online sales of the PETN?” I add. “If I remember correctly, that’s harder to get than RDX, so sales of it might be easier to trace.” 

			“You got it,” he says. 

			“What do you want us to do, boss?” Mo asks. 

			“I’d like you and Lucas to go and start talking to Sutter’s friends and family. Dig deep and find out if he had any outstanding problems with anybody they knew of,” I say. “Ask them about any current problems that maybe he didn’t share with his girlfriend. We need to know if his problems of the past really are in the past.” 

			“You got it,” Mo replies. “Lucas, let’s roll.” 

			Mo leads Lucas out of the war room and into the crowded hallway where they disappear from sight. I turn back and mentally compose an email to both Rosie and SAC Fitzpatrick. 

			“Okay, Nina, what can you tell me about Delia Alvarez?” I ask. 

			“Well, I can tell you that she is a former exotic dancer who turned management,” she tells me. “She is the owner of the Lone Star Gentleman’s Lounge in Dallas.” 

			A driver’s license photo flashes onto the screens at the front of the room showing an unsmiling, somewhat severe-looking woman in her late thirties to early forties with dark hair and eyes. A moment later, Nina pulls Delia’s mugshot up onto one of the screens, which unfortunately for her, looks a lot like her DMV photo. 

			“Delia Alvarez, thirty-nine years old, a lifelong resident of Dallas, Texas,” Nina reads out. 

			“And what was Delia arrested for?” I ask.

			“She has two counts of solicitation, one when she was eighteen and one when she was twenty-one. She has two minor busts for possession and one for public indecency,” Nina says. “But she hasn’t had so much as a parking ticket in the last thirteen years.” 

			“Kind of makes sense that she and Sutter got together. They leaned on each other to walk that straight and narrow,” Astra says. 

			“I just hope his death doesn’t throw her back onto that other path,” I muse. 

			“Your lips to God’s ear,” Astra replies. 

			“It looks like Delia started dancing at the Lone Star about twelve years ago… around the same time she got clean,” Nina adds. “At least, that’s when she had her first W2 from the place. She could have been dancing there before, but under the table.” 

			“Wouldn’t be the first time a strip club owner tried to skirt the law,” I note. 

			“A strip club has to be a really tough place to get and stay clean though,” Astra offers. “That takes a hell of a lot of strength.”

			“That’s probably why Sutter leaned on her as much as Fenton said he did,” I say. 

			“Well, Ms. Alvarez apparently did well enough dancing that she was able to buy the Lone Star about four years ago,” Nina goes on. “According to the records I’m finding, she made a lot of upgrades to the place—”

			“Oh, and look here,” Rick chimes in. “The place’s Yelp reviews went through the roof after she took over, with most commenting positively on the ‘less skeezy’ atmosphere.” 

			“So, she cleaned and classed the place up,” Astra says. “Good for her.” 

			“Hey, boss, if you need anybody to do any undercover work, I’m your guy,” Rick says with a grin. “I just want you to know I’m willing to make that sacrifice for the good of the team.” 

			I laugh. “I appreciate your willingness to jump on that grenade for us.”

			“He’s such a giver,” Astra says. “So selfless.”

			“That’s me,” Rick crows.

			“Well, for now, I think we’ll just swing by her home and talk to her there,” I say. “But I’ll keep that generous offer in mind, Rick.” 
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			Residence of Delia Alvarez & Dale Sutter; Grimley, TX

			The woman who opens the door to us is almost unrecognizable as the woman in the DMV photo and police mugshot. Her grief aside, the intervening years have been good to Delia Alvarez. Her features have softened, her long, dark hair is lustrous, and her eyes have a shine they didn’t have in her photos. She’s filled out a bit and doesn’t look as hollow-cheeked and gaunt anymore. The dark half-moons beneath her eyes have disappeared, her tawny skin looks warm, and she just has a healthy glow about her. Or at least, healthier than in her photos. 

			Of course, at the same time, she looks like a woman who’s being torn apart by grief. Her eyes are rimmed red and rheumy. Her nose is red and raw, and her hair is unbrushed and wild. Delia is holding a dark satin robe adorned with pink cherry blossoms and trim pulled tight around her and has her arms folded over her chest defensively. She looks at us with questions in her eyes, but a weary resignation etched into her features that tells me she knows we’re not here to deliver her from the onslaught of her grief.  

			“What is it?” she asks, her voice as weary as her face. 

			We badge her. “Agents Wilder and Russo. We know this is a difficult time and, we’re sorry for that, but we need to ask you a few questions, Ms. Alvarez.” 

			She blows out a long breath, her eyes lingering on us for a moment. I’m half convinced she’s going to tell us to pound sand, but instead, she turns and walks into the house, leaving the door open behind her. Astra and I exchange a look then follow her in. Alvarez leads us into the living room and drops heavily onto the couch, leaving us to sit down on the loveseat across from her. The house is small and older, but it’s very neatly kept. There isn’t a speck of dust to be seen anywhere, and the furniture—though older and some of it secondhand—is in good condition.

			Tasteful pieces of art—prints, obviously—adorn the walls. There’s a stone fireplace on the wall to Alvarez’s right, and on the mantle are framed pictures of her with Sutter. I see photos from Disneyland, Park City, London, and Paris—they traveled the world and looked to be living a good life together. They looked happy. It’s a stark contrast to the red, tear-streaked face I see sitting on the sofa across from me. Her face is the epitome of misery. 

			There is a half-decorated Christmas tree standing in the corner that just seems sad to me. Reinforcing that idea is the fact that the rest of the house looks to be half-decorated as well. There are Santa figurines and a small Christmas town set up on a table off to the side. Stockings with their names hung on the mantle over the fireplace. It looks like Delia and Dale were in the process of getting ready for Christmas. A process that sadly isn’t ever going to be completed now. I can’t imagine Delia will find the Christmas spirit again this year. If ever again.  

			After wrapping herself in a colorful patchwork blanket, Alvarez pulls a tissue out of the box sitting on the couch next to her. She dabs at her eyes and blows her nose, taking a moment to gather herself. Delia picks up her cup of coffee and takes a drink then looks up and gives us a sheepish and wavering grin.

			“I’m sorry. My manners are slippin’,” she says, her voice thick with her Texas accent. “Would you all like a cup of coffee?” 

			“No, we’re fine. But thank you,” I reply.

			She nods then takes a drink of her coffee, her eyes a million miles from here. I can tell she’s doing her level best to hold all the shattered pieces of her heart together. She looks like she’s struggling hard with it, but I know from experience that she’s eventually going to lose this fight and fall to pieces again. I also know from experience that she would prefer to lose it when we’re not around, so we need to be quick.

			“Ms. Alvarez—”

			“Just call me Delia. Please.”

			“All right, Delia, like I said, we’re very sorry for your loss—”

			She sniffs loudly and shakes her head. “I wish people would stop sayin’ that. I can’t tell y’all how much I hate those words.” 

			“My apologies, Delia,” I say, trying to sound as sympathetic as I can. “But we need to ask you some questions about Dale.”

			“Go on then. Let’s get this over with.” 

			“Of course. First, we understand that Dale went through some difficult times. Drugs, alcohol—we’ve read his criminal record,” I say.

			“Of course, y’all did,” she snaps with some real heat in her voice. “Are y’all really lookin’ to pin this on him? Are y’all sayin’ because of his past, he deserved this? That he did this?”

			“No, Delia, I assure you, that’s not what’s happening here,” I assure her. 

			“Oh, really? Because them detectives are actin’ like this is Dale’s fault because of his past.” 

			“We know it isn’t Dale’s fault, Delia. We’re certain he has nothing to do with it,” Astra says. “But we do need to look at his past associates. We need to know who he might have been in trouble with and who might still have some hard feelings toward him. We’re not blaming Dale, Delia. I promise you. We’re trying to get justice for him.”

			She wipes the tears from her eyes and blows her nose again. The pain and torment on her face are sharp, and I hate that we have to sit here and batter her with questions rather than leaving her to grieve in peace. As distasteful as it sometimes, though, this is the job. 

			“Dale’s a good man, agents… was a good man,” she says, her voice thick and halting. “Met him when I was dancin’ at the Lone Star.”

			A wan smile touches her lips, and she looks away, her face etched with nostalgia as she was perhaps fondly remembering the first time they met. 

			“Anyway, he kept coming back and was always respectful. He never got dances from any of the other girls, and we eventually started talking,” she goes on, fighting back the wave of tears. “He was kind. Sweet. I knew he was going through a rough patch. He was living a hard life, but he was never inappropriate or disrespectful. He always treated me so nicely.”

			She pauses and wipes at her eyes again. I know from experience that Delia needs to tell her story in her time and that asking questions of her right now will be fruitless. She has to get through it in her own way. Once she gets out everything that’s sitting in her chest right now, we’ll be able to ask her questions, but right now she wants to tell us about Dale. Patience and a healthy dose of compassion are part of the job too. 

			“Eventually, we started seeing each other outside of the Star. He was in a bad way with some worse people,” she tells us. “But eventually, we worked through it all together. He still had a beer now and then, but he gave up the drugs and the gambling. He started living clean, and we got him on the right path. He’s been out of that life for a long time, agents. A long time.” 

			“We understand that, but it’s possible that life hasn’t completely let go of him,” Astra says softly. “We just need to know if he’d been having problems with anybody from that time in his life lately. Any threats? Weird phone calls? Texts? Anything?” 

			She looks off again, and I can see the pain flashing across her face. There’s something more there though. Delia’s doing her best to hide it, but I can see that something happened. 

			“What is it, Delia?” I press. “Who was harassing Dale?” 

			She shakes her head and looks down at the tissue she’s got balled up in her hands. It’s then I see what it is underneath all the pain she’s carrying. The thing she’s trying to hide. It’s fear. Although she’s doing her best to keep it locked down deep inside herself, something has her spooked.

			“Who’s making threats, Delia? Who was threatening you and Dale?” I urge her. “We can protect you, but you need to tell us who it is.” 

			Delia sighs and runs a hand through her hair. Her lips are trembling, and fresh tears spill from the corners of her eyes. It’s not grief though. It’s the fear gripping her. 

			“Delia—” 

			“He’s from Dale’s past. A long time ago,” she says, her voice shaking. “He’s been calling for the last few months. Leaving threatening messages. He drives by our house sometimes. He shows up outside Dale’s job. He’s even come into the Lone Star a couple of times. He just sits there and stares at me.” 

			“Who is it, Delia? Who’s harassing and intimidating you?” Astra asks. 

			“His name is Rafael Vega,” she replies. “Everybody calls him Raffi. He’s some street thug Dale used to score from back in the day.” 

			“Okay, and what’s Raffi been calling about?” Astra presses.

			She sniffs. “He says Dale owes him big money from back in the day. Dale said he has no idea what the guy is talking about. Says he doesn’t owe anybody money,” she says softly. “He says Dale has an unpaid debt that needs to be settled, and he gave him a week to pay up or he said he was going to… we still have three days though. Three days—” 

			A hard, shuddering sob bursts from her throat. Delia covers her face with her hands and cries, her entire body shaking. Eventually, she settles down and wipes her eyes again, then raises her head to us. If Dale still had three days to pay up, it’s not likely Rafael’s behind the bombing—dead men can’t pay up, after all. Who knows though? He may have come to the conclusion that Dale wasn’t going to pony up the money and was tired of waiting. There could be other things we’re not seeing right now. That’s why we need to run him down and have a talk. We have to be sure. 

			“Okay. We’re going to talk to Raffi,” Astra assures her. “Is there anybody else you can think of that Dale might have had a problem with? Anybody else threatening him?”

			She shakes her head. “No. Nobody I can think of. Just Raffi.” 

			“All right,” I reply and take a card out of my jacket pocket. “If there’s anything else you can think of, if you remember any other people Dale might have had a problem with, please call us.” 

			She takes the card. “I will.” 

			Astra and I get to our feet, and I give her a small smile. “We’re going to do our very best to get justice for Dale. And I know you hate hearing it, but we are sorry for your loss. Dale sounds like he turned his life around—because of you. It sounds like you helped him become the good man he was,” I tell her. “And believe me, as somebody who’s also suffered through a painful and traumatic loss, it will eventually get better. It will take time and some work on your part, but you are an incredibly strong woman, and you will get through this. You will come out the other side of this whole. You will heal.” 

			“Thank you, Agent Wilder,” she says, her voice trembling. “And thank you, Agent Russo.”

			“Thank you for speaking with us,” Astra says. “I know how difficult this is. But like Agent Wilder said, you have reserves of strength most people don’t have, and you will get through this, Delia. It’s going to be tough for a while, but lean on those around you. Let them help you shoulder this burden.”

			“I will. Thank you,” she says, her eyes shimmering with tears. 

			My heart hurts for the woman. I know, though, the only way to make that lance of pain in my heart go away is to close this case and hold the offender accountable. And I’m going to do everything in my power to make that happen. 
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			The Yellow Rose Saloon; Grimley, TX

			The Yellow Rose looks pretty much exactly like the other five dive bars we’ve had to pass through today. Like all the others, this place is dimly lit, dingy, and run down. The air inside the bar is pungent with the odor of beer, stale cigarettes, and the staler stench of old sweat. The yellow paint on the walls is flecked and chipping and covered in frayed, old concert posters. The painted rose, which the bar is presumably named after, has been marked up with scratches and graffiti. 

			“The bloom is definitely off the Yellow Rose,” I comment.

			Astra arches her eyebrow. “Please tell me you didn’t really just say that.” 

			“What?”

			“With that much cheese, we’re going to need some wine and crackers to go along with it.”

			“Come on. It was clever,” I tease. 

			“You should be ashamed of yourself for that.”

			I laugh as I nudge her with my elbow, and Astra finally cracks a smile. I don’t blame her for being a little grumpy though. It’s been a long day. We’ve been searching for Rafael Vega everywhere. After leaving Delia’s place, we spent the rest of the afternoon doing our homework on Raffi. I wanted to know everything there was to know and get an idea of what to expect before we rolled up on him. Rick and Nina were able to put together a list of known hangouts, and we’ve spent the day checking them all out. 

			“There,” Astra says, nodding to a small cluster of men at a table in the back corner. 

			It’s not very bright in here, so it’s not easy to make a positive ID; but Astra seems pretty sure it’s our guy. I let her take the lead and follow her over to the table. Three guys are standing next to it, all three about six feet with dark hair and light, russet skin. Two of them are lean and wiry, and the third is about as wide as he is tall. They’ve all got a dark edge to them. Their eyes are hard, and they’re covered in tattoos. The biggest of the three has tattoos creeping up his neck and onto his jawline. They’re not all nice tats either—some of them look like prison ink. 

			The three guys are blocking our view of the man sitting at the table. They stare at us, and I casually let my hand drift closer to my waist where my weapon is hooked to my belt. The man with the tats on his jaw notices the movement, and a malicious grin flickers across his lips just before he pulls back his jacket to show me what looks like a chrome .45 pistol on his hip. It’s quite a bit larger than my Glock and would undoubtedly do more damage. But when you’re talking about a gunfight, it doesn’t matter who makes the bigger hole—dead is dead. 

			“I don’t suppose you’ve got a license for that, do you?” I ask. 

			He chortles, but it quickly fades. “This is Texas. I don’t need one,” he says. “Guess you’re not from around here.”

			“You got me,” I admit, trying not to feel chagrined. I’m not used to guns being flaunted so openly back up in Washington. 

			“You got a lot of balls walkin’ in here, pig. What do you want?” 

			I badge him and return his smirk, doing my best to not show him an ounce of fear. My stomach, though, is turning somersaults, and my heart is racing harder than if I’d just run a marathon. Astra and I are outnumbered, and I’m sure outgunned. These men are big, and though we’re both proficient in several martial arts disciplines, sometimes you just can’t overcome size and numbers. 

			“That’s Federal Agent Pig to you,” I snap, trying to keep my voice sharp and pointed. “And we need to talk to Raffi.” 

			“Oh, you got to make an appointment, chica,” Man Mountain says with a grin. 

			“Órale, carnal. Relax. Let the lady pigs through.” 

			The voice comes from behind the wall of humanity standing in front of us, but none of the three make a move to get out of the way and let us through. Instead, they remain where they are, all three of them glaring at us and making sure we have a good, clear view of the pieces they’re strapped with. They’ve got absolutely no fear of us, and they’re not afraid to show it either. 

			“Ahora,” the voice behind them snaps. 

			The three men quickly part, giving us our first look at Raffi. Dark stubble covers his shaved head, and he looks at us with dark eyes that are sharp and predatory. Tattoos cover his forearms, and he’s got black and neon green techwear joggers on, yellow Timberland work boots, and a dark green bomber jacket over a white T-shirt with an abstract pattern on it. Around his neck are several chains of various sizes. He looks like he stepped right out of a hip-hop video. Every inch of him screams thug—except for his smooth skin and baby face. He’s thirty-six years old but looks like he’s twelve. 

			Raffi gives us the elevator eyes, letting his gaze travel up and down our bodies as he studies us closely. He sips from his glass of tequila and seems to be considering us. After a long moment, he gestures to the two seats across the table from him.

			“Have a seat, ladies. Let’s talk,” he says, then turns to his guys. “Take a walk, fellas. I’m workin’ on havin’ myself a threesome tonight.”

			His men laugh as they walk to the other side of the bar and drop onto the stools far enough away so they can’t hear us but close enough to get here on the double if something happens. Astra and I sit down as Raffi takes another sip of his drink, his gaze boring into us over the rim of his glass. He grimaces as he swallows and sets the glass down on the table. Raffi licks his lips and leans forward, folding his arms on the table, a smarmy smile crossing his lips. 

			“So, when did the FBI start hiring supermodels, huh?” he cracks. 

			“Smooth,” Astra says. “Very smooth. I’d give that an eight out of ten for effort.” 

			I shrug. “An eight? Really? The delivery was nice, but the line itself was old. Tired. Uninspired and unoriginal. Corny, really. I’d give it a four. At best.” 

			Raffi chuckles. “C’mon, mami. You know you want to try a piece of this.” 

			I give him a deadpan look. “I’d rather gargle battery acid.”

			That makes him laugh a little harder. “So, you’re the bad cop. I feel you,” he says, then looks at Astra, giving her a suggestive smile. “I guess that makes you the good cop, huh? How good are you, honey?” 

			Astra grimaces. “I’m not sure there’s enough hot water and bleach in all of Texas to wash off this nasty, greasy feeling covering my body right now.”

			“Are you done with the macho flirting, Raffi?” I ask. “It’s getting a little tedious—”

			“And a lot disgusting.” 

			He sighs and takes another sip of his tequila. “It’s a shame. I’ve never had myself a fed before. Could’ve been fun.” 

			I lean forward and pitch my voice low. “You know what I’m really curious about, Raffi?” 

			“What it’s like to be with a real man? Because I can help you answer that question.” 

			“You can go ahead and drop the bad boy front. You may be able to put one over on those walking dump trucks over there, but you’re not fooling us. We know the truth about you,” I say. 

			His smile falters slightly, but he quickly recovers and sits back on his stool, doubling down on that cocky swagger for the benefit of his boys. 

			“And what’s the truth, chica?” he asks. 

			“The truth is that you were an Honors student at Texas A&M,” I say.

			“Chemical engineering, in fact,” Astra adds. 

			“You could have a long, lucrative career doing… almost anything. You’re smart. You’re not like these dead-enders you run with,” I say. “So, I want to know why you threw that all away to come back to Grimley to be the shot caller for the 91 Rollers instead.” 

			He shrugs and takes another sip of his drink. “This is my hometown. I belong here.” 

			“So, let me get this straight,” Astra stars. “You came back here to sling dope and dodge bullets all day instead of a steady job doing research? Grades like those, you could’ve been a wealthy, well-respected businessman.” 

			“Who says I ain’t a well-respected businessman here?” he fires back.

			“Well-respected businessmen don’t typically take three bullets in a drive-by,” she presses. 

			This entire conversation is irrelevant to our case at hand and is doing nothing but satisfying my own curiosity. Rafael Vega is a highly intelligent man who grew up in one of the rougher parts of town but somehow managed to excel academically, even with all the chaos and violence around him. He earned a scholarship to A&M and could have had a very lucrative and legitimate career doing a thousand different things. 

			But rather than do that or even go back to pursue a higher degree, Rafael came back here and has been living a life of crime ever since. His story makes no sense to me. But it did pique my interest from a psychological standpoint. I’m curious why a person would do that. 

			“It’s complicated,” he says. 

			“Explain it to me,” I press. “I want to understand.” 

			Rafael cuts a glance at his boys who are drinking and laughing and don’t seem like they’re paying any attention, then turns his gaze back to us. I can see the conflict in his eyes. I can see the regret. There’s a story here, and it seems like there’s more to Rafael Vega than meets the eye. 

			He shrugs. “This is my home. My boys were being wiped out systematically. My brother was murdered. And it’s because they had no leadership. They had no strength,” he tells us. “I came back here to be that strong leader for them and to end the bloodshed. I never meant to stay as long as I have. But once I got back into this life, I haven’t been able to find my way back out.” 

			Gone is the tough-guy accent. And once he stops talking like he thinks gangsters are supposed to talk, I hear the voice of the intelligent, articulate man who carried a perfect GPA in a difficult field at A&M. 

			“Do you want to get out?” I ask.

			He shrugs again. “Too late for that. I’m in this life. Been in this life for a long time now,” he says. “I’ve done a lot of things—”

			“It’s never too late, Rafael. All you need is the courage to walk away.”

			A sad smile flickers across his lips. “If only it was that simple.” 

			“It could be.”

			He shakes his head. “Is that what you’re doing here today? Trying to save my soul?” he asks. “Or was there something else you wanted to talk about?” 

			His tone is tight, and it’s clear he’s done talking about it. I can’t help but see a sense of sadness and even longing in his eyes. And even though Rafael is a bad guy—at least, according to his sheet with Grimley PD—I still find myself feeling a twinge of sympathy for him. 

			“Dale Sutter,” Astra jumps in. “Know him?”

			That arrogant smirk curls his lips again, and he looks at us, all traces of that sad, vulnerable man gone, replaced by the cocky thug once again. He makes the switch from Rafael to Raffi right before our eyes. 

			“I’m going to assume you already know I do,” he says. “What about him?” 

			“He’s dead. Thoughts?” 

			Rafael’s face goes slack for a minute, and his eyes widen slightly as an expression of surprise crosses his features. He shakes his head.

			“No. I—I didn’t even know he was dead,” he tells us. “How?” 

			“That building that blew up?” Astra presses. “He was in it.” 

			Rafael looks at us in disbelief for a moment. “Wait… you two don’t think I had something to do with it, do you?”

			“You tell us, Rafael,” I press. “We know you were harassing Dale. Cruising by his house. Showing up at job sites—”

			“Yeah, he owes me money,” he says then frowns. “Owed, I guess I should say now. Damn. You sure he’s dead?” 

			“Did you get tired of waiting for him to pay up?” Astra asks. “Did you decide to take what he owed you out of his flesh?” 

			He shakes his head again. “You guys have it all wrong. I liked Dale. I wouldn’t say we were friends, but it wasn’t like what you’re tryin’ to make it out to be,” he argues. “We used to go out and have a beer together sometimes.”

			I look at him closely. “We were led to believe you gave him a week to pay up, or you were going to kill him.” 

			He chuckles softly. “Listen, there is a lot of stuff that y’all don’t understand. And I’m assuming that’s coming from Delia—that chick hates me,” he says. “Dale and I met at a car show years back. We both have a passion for classic cars.”

			“You didn’t deal drugs to him?” Astra asks. 

			He shakes his head. “Nah. Dale was clean, and I respected that,” he says. “I only met Delia a couple of times, and she didn’t like me from the start. Just assumed I was tryin’ to drag him back into the drugs and stuff.”

			“But you weren’t?” I ask.

			“No way. That’s my boy—I wouldn’t blow up his life,” he tells us. “But we knew Delia hated me, so we kept the fact that we hung out on the down low. She saw me cruise by her place once… and that was because I was pickin’ Dale up for a car show. After that, I met him at his job, or we just met wherever we were goin’. It ain’t what she thinks.”

			“What about this money he supposedly owed you?” Astra asks. 

			“Oh, he owed me money. But he was restorin’ a ’56 Bel Air, and I fronted him money for parts,” he tells us. “I asked him to pay me back at some point in the next week, but I never said anything about killin’ him. Why would I kill a dude I liked?” 

			“So, Delia just misunderstood all of this?” Astra asks.

			“Either that or she’s got a hell of an imagination,” he shrugs. “I’ve never sold Dale Sutter drugs and never would. He’s a good guy. I respect the hell out of a guy who had the strength to stay away from it.”

			“But not enough to stop selling it,” I note.

			He shrugs. “Gotta do what you gotta do. But I swear—Dale had no part in it.” 

			As I look closely at him and listen to his words, I can’t help but hear the ring of sincerity in his voice. My gut tells me he’s telling the truth. Coming into this interview, I didn’t think Raffi would be our guy, but I never imagined it was going to be because they were drinking buddies. Of course, we’re going to need to verify his story, but I have a feeling it’s going to check out and that Delia was simply making a lot of assumptions. 

			“Just for the record,” Astra says. “Where were you when the building was blown up?” 

			“The doctor’s office. I was with my girl. We’re gonna have a baby,” he says, flashing a grin that for the first time seems truly genuine and not lecherous. “We saw the news on the TV in the waiting room.” 

			That should be simple enough to check out. I slip a card out of my coat and put it on the table in front of him, giving him a pointed look.

			“If you ever decide you want out of this life, call me,” I say quietly. “I know some people who can help get you out. Think about it, Rafael. What kind of life is this for your baby?”

			He snaps up the card and tucks it away with the deftness of a magician and gives me a nod. “Thanks. Can’t say you should expect to hear from me, but I appreciate it,” he says. “Now, is there anything else?” 

			I shake my head. “I think that’s it for now. We may have some follow-up later, but…”

			“All right, I guess we’re done then?” 

			“Yeah, we’re done.” 

			He gives us both a nod and then slips off his stool. Rafael turns and walks through a door that leads to the back of the bar. His three mountainous friends scramble to get off their butts and into the back room. Astra and I get up and walk out of the bar. We remain quiet as we make our way to our car in the parking lot. 

			“What do you think?” she asks. “You believe him?”

			“I do, amazingly enough. I think he’s being honest with us,” I reply. “You?” 

			She nods. “I think so too. Which kicks us back to square one.” 

			“Not the first time we’ve been here,” I tell her. “Won’t be the last time either.” 

			“True enough,” she says. “True enough.” 
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			Conference Room 322; FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“So, how’d things go with Raffi?” Rick asks as we step into the war room. “Was he as charming and friendly as we thought he’d be?” 

			“In a weird way? Yes, he was pretty charming and friendly,” I reply. “Definitely not what I was expecting. Intelligent. Well-spoken. He seems like a guy who made the best decision he could for his family.”

			Astra nods. “I agree. I don’t think he wants to be in the life anymore,” she says. “I’m not sure he ever wanted to be in the life. But his brother and friends were getting killed, so he felt like he had to do something.”

			“It’s a screwed-up situation,” I say. “I mean, sacrificing your future for loyalty and vengeance? That’s a terrible choice to have to make.”

			Mo raises an eyebrow. “That’s a bit of a surprise, coming from you two.” 

			“Don’t I know it. But according to Raffi, he and Dale were buddies. They bonded over classic cars, and the money Dale supposedly owed him was for an old Chevy Bel Air… not drugs,” Astra says. “Raffi says he never sold Dale drugs. That he respected Dale’s sobriety.”

			“Raffi also told us Delia didn’t like him,” I add. “He said she didn’t approve of Dale’s friendship with him, which is why they had to sneak around. Hence, Raffi showing up at Dale’s workplace, cruising by the house, et cetera.”

			“Why would Delia lie about all this?” Mo asks. “It doesn’t make sense.”

			“I don’t think she’s lying,” I say. “I think it’s a simple misinterpretation of events. She doesn’t like Raffi, so she sees something sinister.”

			“And are we believing all this?” Lucas asks. “We’re believing the drug dealer over the grieving and seemingly far more credible girlfriend of one of our victims?”

			I nod. “I do.”

			“So do I,” Astra adds. 

			Silence descends over the room for a moment as everybody seems to be thinking about what we’d just shared. I rake my finger through my hair and give myself a little shake, then turn to Mo and Lucas. 

			“What did you guys find?” I ask. “Make any headway with Dale’s friends and family?” 

			Mo shakes her head. “No. I mean, nobody we spoke with was shy about telling us what Dale was like when he was using. He wasn’t very pleasant to be around,” she says. “But every one of them was effusive with their praise about how he turned his life around. They couldn’t say enough good things about him. And most of them credited Delia with his turnaround.” 

			“Which brings me back to the question about why we’re believing this Raffi character over somebody whose influence in our victim’s life is tangible,” Lucas presses. 

			“Like I said, it’s not a case of believing one person over another, Lucas. I don’t think anybody’s lying here. Least of all, Delia. I think it’s a matter of weighing the two interpretations of an event—or events—and trusting your gut,” I explain. “And my gut is telling me that Delia has such strongly negative feelings about Rafael, it’s coloring her perception. She believes what she’s saying, but her interpretation is skewed. And while I have no illusions about Rafael and would never call him a choir boy, I think in this case, he’s telling us the truth.” 

			Lucas sits back in his chair and scratches his chin. “Fair enough, I guess.”

			The doors to the war room slide open, and Rosie walks in with a man who looks to be in his mid-forties. The man is about five-six and gangly. His stringy brown hair is flecked with gray and falls to his shoulders, his brown eyes are dull, and his skin is tan and leathery. He’s a man who obviously spends a lot of time outdoors. 

			“Chief Wilder,” Rosie says. “This is Dylan McKey. He called our tip line and said he has some information to share with us, so we brought him in to talk. I thought you might want the chance to ask a few questions before we take him before the task force.”

			“If he’s got information, yeah, we definitely want to talk to him,” I nod. “Thank you, SAC Espinoza.” 

			McKey shifts on his feet and blots his palms on his jeans, his eyes cutting left and right. He meets my gaze and freezes, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. 

			“Mr. McKey, please, come in and have a seat,” I say and gesture to one of the chairs at the long conference table. 

			He looks at Rosie, and she gives him an encouraging nod. McKey licks his lips nervously and walks over to the table looking like a man walking to the electric chair. He takes a seat, and Rosie gives me a small smile before turning and walking out of the war room, leaving us alone with McKey. He shifts in his seat looking as uncomfortable as any suspect we’ve sweated in an interrogation room. 

			“Mr. McKey, I’m Agent Wilder. These are Agents Russo, Weismann, and Okamura. And those are technical analysts Scanlon and Alvarado,” I start. 

			“H—hi,” he replies, his voice high-pitched. 

			“Can we get you something to drink?” Astra offers. “Water? Coffee?” 

			He shakes his head. “No, I’m good. Thanks.” 

			I perch on the edge of the table a few feet away from him. He seems to subtly recoil as if afraid I’m going to reach out and smack him or something. Calling the man jumpy would be the understatement of the century. 

			“Okay, Mr. McKey, SAC Espinoza said you’d called the tip line,” I start.

			He nods. “That’s right.”

			He doesn’t elaborate and just sits there staring at me with wide eyes and an uneasy expression on his face. I can already tell getting information out of him is going to be like pulling teeth. I clear my throat and offer him a pleasant smile. 

			“So, what did you call the tip line about?” I press. 

			“Oh. Right. Yeah,” he nods. “I called because I seen somethin’ out on Hobbins Hill.” 

			When he stops speaking again, Astra and I exchange a look, and I can see she’s starting to get as impatient as I am. Which means I need to get McKey talking because an out-of-patience Astra is a scary thing to behold. 

			“What was it you saw out on Hobbins Hill, Mr. McKey?” I ask.

			“What’s that now?” 

			“You said you saw something out on Hobbins Hill,” I repeat, really fighting to keep my voice even. “What was it?” 

			“Oh… yeah, of course. Anyway, I was out there with my metal detector—I do that. Metal detection as a hobby, I mean. I look for anything from old coins to arrowheads, to… anything, really,” he says. “There was this one time I found an honest-to-God, pearl-handled Colt revolver from the 1860s. See, it was—” 

			“That’s fantastic, Mr. McKey. I’m sure it was fascinating,” I cut him off. “But we’re trying to solve a pair of murders connected to this bombing. Now, I don’t mean to be rude or indelicate, but we need to know what you saw out on Hobbins Hill.” 

			“Sure. Right,” he stammers, suddenly nervous again. “Anyway, I was out there metal detectin’ and I seen two men standing out on Hobbins Hill right before that bomb went off.” 

			“Were they maybe metal-detecting like you?” Astra asks.

			He shakes his head. “Nah. They was just standin’ there. Watchin’. It was like they was waitin’ for the bomb to go off.” 

			“What makes you say that?” Mo asks.

			“On account of the fact that they had binoculars and were starin’ right at the place for a good while. And then not two seconds after the building came down, they said somethin’ to each other, shook hands, then got into their cars and drove off. It was like they was congratulatin’ each other or somethin’,” he tells us. 

			Congratulating each other or sealing a business deal after a demonstration maybe. I cut a glance at Astra, and she gives me a small nod, telling me she might be thinking the same thing. If we have somebody out there selling bombs powerful enough to bring a building down, I’d say our problems are bigger than I’d first thought.

			“Okay, can you describe the men you saw?” I ask.

			“They was white. One was tall, maybe six-two or so. That fella, he was big, bald, and looked pretty fit,” he tells us. “The other was maybe five-eight or so. Dark hair. They was both pretty plain. Ordinary from what I could see. Nothin’ stood out about ‘em.” 

			“That’s good,” I say. “That’s really good.” 

			“What about their cars?” Astra asks. “Did you see their cars?” 

			“Well, the dark-haired fella, he was in a black SUV. An Escalade maybe. Maybe a Yukon,” he says. “The other one, the bald guy, he was drivin’ an old pickup truck. A blue Ford F-150, I think. Older model. Early 2000s, I’d say.” 

			“You didn’t happen to get plate numbers on their cars, did you?” Lucas asks.

			“On the SUV, nah. Wasn’t able to see one,” he says. “On the F-150, I only got part of it.” 

			He looks at us blankly, and we all stare back at him, waiting for him to go on. He doesn’t, of course. And he’d been on such a roll too. 

			“And what was the partial you got?” I ask.

			“Oh, yeah. I saw the first three letters. They was P-F-L,” he replies. “And the first number was three. I didn’t get the other numbers though.” 

			A white-hot bolt of adrenaline hits my veins, and a sense of excitement envelops me. That feeling of momentum I get when a case starts to gain some forward momentum makes my stomach flutter. We’ve still got a long way to go, but the thought of our first real lead sends a jolt of excitement and anticipation through me.

			“That’s really fantastic, Mr. McKey,” I tell him. “Thank you so much for coming in.”

			“Is… is that it?” He asks. “Can I go now?” 

			I nod. “You’ll want to see SAC Espinoza before you go. She said she was going to have you talk to the task force investigators too,” I say. “Lucas, can you escort him down to SAC Espinoza’s office, please?”

			“Of course.”

			Lucas gets to his feet, and though McKey looks distraught about the idea of having to speak to somebody else, stands up and follows Lucas out of the war room. When they’re gone, I turn to Nina and Rick. Before I can issue the order to look up that plate and give me a deep dive into the owner of the car, they both look at me and grin.

			“Already on it, fearless leader,” says Rick. 

			I love having a team as efficient as mine. 
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			Criminalistics Lab Alpha-3, ATF Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“Thanks for coming down,” Fitzpatrick says.

			“Of course,” I nod. “So, what is it we can do for you, SAC Fitzpatrick?”

			“First, just call me Briar, and I’ll call you Blake and Astra,” she says with a raised palm. “It’s more efficient and will save time. I’ve never been big on formality anyway.”

			“Same here,” I reply. 

			From the harsh fluorescent overhead lighting to the stark white and stainless-steel features, the ATF’s criminalistics lab reminds me a lot of a medical examiner’s office. And the fact that we’re clustered around a long, stainless-steel table only reinforces that notion. Except, rather than it being a body we’re staring at, it’s a load of scorched and broken metal fragments spread out across a black cloth, each of them marked and put into order. It looks like some sort of industrial jigsaw puzzle. 

			“Second, my team has been able to reassemble the pieces of the bomb, and the trigger we were able to recover,” Briar says, her face pinched and her tone tight with anger.

			“You sound like you’re about to drop some really bad news on us,” I note. 

			“Well, it’s not good news,” she hedges. 

			She points to certain features of the device, explaining them as she does. I’m not an explosives expert, so most of the stuff just goes straight over my head, but I can’t say I’m not learning a bit by listening to her. It’s interesting. Not fascinating enough that I’m going to junk my career and jump over to the ATF, but it’s interesting, nonetheless. Of course, I don’t know exactly how this tutorial on bombmaking bears on our case, but I assume Fitzpatrick will get around to it. 

			“Now, like serial killers, bombers also have a signature,” she says, proving me right. “Bomb makers usually always sign their work, so to speak.” 

			“I’ve heard that,” I say. “And I’m getting the feeling you recognize this particular bomber’s signature?”

			“I’m afraid so. We’ve found this same signature on a couple of high-profile bombings,” she tells us. “Among other places, we’ve found this signature at the Olympic Hotel bombing in Barcelona five years ago and the police station in Dublin two years ago.”

			I nod. “I remember reading about those. If I remember right, one hundred and fourteen were killed in Barcelona and thirty-seven in Dublin?” 

			“You have a good memory,” Briar says. 

			“Can’t remember why I walk into a room sometimes, but I can remember the grisly details of some notorious crime scenes,” I remark.

			“It’s one of the hazards of the job,” she replies. “That kind of dark garbage gets stuck in our heads sometimes.” 

			“Okay, so was there ever a suspect named in those bombings?” Astra asks. “I don’t recall anybody ever getting collared for them.”

			She shakes her head. “No, nobody was ever taken into custody,” she replies. “And nobody ever officially claimed credit for them either. But the signature on this bomb turned up on those bombings overseas.” 

			“That’s strange. If somebody were trying to make some political point, they’d usually take credit,” Astra muses. “And no suspects were developed?” 

			“Yes and no. We’ve worked with Interpol and other domestic and international agencies and recently, they’ve found one name… an obvious pseudonym,” she says. “But somebody out there calling themselves Chaos has referenced those two bombings—and more.”

			“Chaos?” I ask.

			She nods. “That pseudonym has come up again and again in chatter. We don’t know who he is or what his exact involvement is, nor have we been able to get a bead on his true identity. All we know at this point is that this person, Chaos, is somehow involved with multiple bombings in Europe and Asia, and now his signature is showing up on bombs here.” 

			“Do you have a file on this Chaos character?” I ask.

			“It’s thin. Very thin,” she says. “As I said, having this name is a recent development, and there isn’t a whole lot known about him. I’ll give you what we have though.” 

			“I appreciate it,” I say. “Did you talk to Dylan McKey?” 

			She nods. “We did.”

			“Good. We did too,” I reply.

			We take a few minutes to compare notes from our separate interviews with McKey. It’s always good to check the consistency of the information and independently corroborate any of the facts we were given. It sounds like McKey’s statement to Fitzpatrick is consistent with the one he gave us. Which is good. It lends him a little credibility and tells me McKey likely isn’t just somebody looking for some attention. And given how squirrelly and awkward he was, I can believe it.

			“I assume you’re going to want to run with the partial plate?” Briar asks.

			“If you don’t mind. I’ve already got my techs trying to track it down,” I say.

			“More power to you. It means I can devote my resources elsewhere,” she replies. “It’s really handy having you and your team working on that side of the street. Frees us up to do everything on this side of it.”

			“Always glad to help,” I say. 

			“I have to admit, this spirit of interagency cooperation isn’t something I’m used to,” Briar says with a chuckle.

			“Neither are we,” Astra tells her. “To be frank, it’s nice not having to deal with people more concerned about us stepping on their turf or being afraid we’ll take their credit. And by people, I’m, of course, referring to the men in positions of power.” 

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Briar exclaims with a bright smile. “Wouldn’t things just run so much smoother if we all remembered that we’re all on the same side here?” 

			“It’s like you’re reading my mind, Briar,” I say. 

			The three of us stand there for a moment in an awkward silence. That’s the first time I’ve seen Fitzpatrick be anything close to an actual person with real emotion, rather than the buttoned-up tight, by-the-book automaton she projects herself to be. It’s nice to know that underneath that plated armor is somebody who shares some of our same opinions. 

			But the moment passes, and she snaps right back into business mode, so Astra and I follow suit. “Okay, so do you have anything else for me?” 

			“Nothing definitive just yet, but we have a couple of things of interest you might want to know,” I tell her.

			Astra and I take turns filling her in on our interview with Delia and with Raffi. She listens and jots down a few notes, no doubt to follow up on some things she found interesting. Or maybe just to remind herself to follow up with us later. 

			“Right now, our best lead is this partial plate,” I say. “It’s entirely possible it’s bogus or it may come back to a stolen car, but it’s about the only direction we have to run in right now.” 

			“All right, well, keep me in the loop,” Briar says. “I need to scoot. I’ve got a status meeting with the Director.” 

			“Of course,” I tell her. “As soon as we have anything on those two guys, I’ll touch base with you.” 

			“Thank you, Blake,” she says. “You can find your way out?” 

			“We can,” I reply. “Glad to be working with you.” 

			“Same.”

			She turns on her heel and marches out of the criminalistics lab. One of the techs who’d been lurking at the periphery sidles over, standing uncomfortably close to Astra. When she turns her head to him, he flashes what I’m sure he thinks is his most charming smile. Astra gets that a lot. The tech is tall and gangly with mousy brown hair and green eyes. The prominent Adam’s Apple he’s got conjures images of Ichabod Crane in my head, and as Astra shuffles a couple of steps away from him, I hold in my laugh. 

			“So, did either of you have any follow-up questions about the device or the trigger?” he asks, his eyes never leaving Astra. 

			“No, I think we got the basics,” she replies. 

			“The basics are one thing,” he says. “If you want to understand the inner workings of these devices—“ 

			“That might be a good idea,” I say. “Astra, why don’t you stay here and talk to…” 

			“Terry,” he smiles. “Terry Gray. I’m the ordinance specialist, and I’ve got a degree in chemical engineering from—”

			“That’s great, Terry,” Astra interrupts him. “But we need to get going. We need to run down that plate. It was nice chatting with you though.” 

			“I can handle that by myself if you wanted to stay and talk to Terry.”

			Astra turns and shoots daggers at me. “No, you can’t. You need backup.” 

			“Oh, right. Yeah, I get that,” he says. “Well, hey, if you want to get together and talk more about this later, why don’t you just give me a call? I’m always around.”

			I have to fight to keep from laughing out loud as Astra hustles me out of the lab and down the corridor. It’s not until we’re on the elevator and heading back up to the lobby that I finally let it out. Astra turns and glares at me. 

			“I think he had a bit of a crush on you, girl,” I prod her.

			“I hate you so much right now,” she replies, her jaw finally unclenching. 

			“Come on. He was cute,” I say. “A little nerdy maybe, but not a bad-looking guy.” 

			“I’m going to tell Benjamin what you just did,” she says, referencing her fiancé.

			“He’ll laugh and think it was funny.” 

			“You’re probably right.”

			“I know I am,” I tell her. “Unlike you, Benjamin has a good sense of humor.”

			She smiles sweetly, but those trademark daggers behind her eyes are on full display. “And just for that, you’re buying lunch.” 

			We collapse into fits of laughter as we cross the parking lot to the car.
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			Conference Room 322, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“This is from Belfast in 1995. It’s believed to be the first bombing attributed to Chaos. There were forty-nine dead,” Nina says. “Sixteen of them children.”

			On the video screens, she displays images of the wreckage from that bombing. An apartment building had collapsed, accounting for most of the casualties, and the photos from the site are horrific. 

			“Jesus,” I gasp.

			True to her word—not that I had any doubt—Briar sent over the files on this Chaos character, and we’ve spent the last hour combing through all the bombings attributed to him through the signature on his devices. There were quite a few more than I expected. The files on them are pretty thin, as she’d said, but this Chaos character has been involved in more bombings than I realized. 

			“This is in London, 2002,” Nina goes on. “Seventeen dead.” 

			A corner market had been bombed one early fall morning in 2002. No reason was ever given. Nobody ever stepped up to claim credit for the bombing. It was generally believed that because the store was owned by Indian immigrants, it had racial overtones and was viewed more as an act of hate than a political statement. As I review the files on the bombings, though, I’m not even sure it’s that. 

			I fold my arms over my chest and look closely at the pictures that are flashing across the screen. So many acts of destruction. So much pain. So many deaths. The photos of the bodies, whether torn apart by the blast itself or by the shrapnel that came flying afterward, are particularly hard to look at—especially those of the children caught up in the bombings. Each one of them breaks my heart just a little bit more.

			Clearing my throat, I rake my fingers through my hair and take a beat to get myself back under control. When I feel sufficiently calm, I turn back to my team. 

			“Tell me, what do a construction site in Grimley, Texas, a hotel in Barcelona, a police station in Dublin, a corner market in London, an apartment building in Belfast—and all those other horrific acts—have in common?” 

			Everybody’s eyes dart around the room, each of them looking like I’d just asked them to explain quantum physics to me. I let the question hang there in the air for a couple of minutes, giving them a chance to think it over, but also giving myself a chance to solidify my thinking.

			“Nothing?” Astra finally offers.

			I nod. “That’s right. These things have nothing in common,” I say, “other than the handiwork of our new friend Chaos being found at every scene.” 

			“So… what does that tell us exactly?” Mo asks. 

			“What I think is—and the lack of any sort of manifesto or reason for committing these atrocities tells us is—this isn’t politically motivated, per se,” I start. “It seems to me that this is one of two things. The first is that Chaos’s MO is simply to incite fear. To incite… chaos. These attacks are random simply because he’s trying to sow discord. He’s the worst sort of terrorist… one without an agenda other than to create mayhem—to throw people into a panic and have them too scared to leave their houses.” 

			“To what end though?” Lucas asks. “What would be the point of that? Back in Counter-Terrorism, we pretty much never saw anything like that. There’s always some sort of political motivation. It might take a while to find, but it’s there.” 

			“I know. But maybe in this case, the goal is paranoia and violence. For all we know, it could be an attack directly trying to instigate economic collapse,” I say. “If people aren’t going out and spending money because they’re too scared, that is an economic disaster waiting to happen.” 

			“But that still doesn’t fit the profile,” Lucas urges. “Why attack police stations and apartment buildings? Those aren’t exactly major hives of economic activity.”

			I nod, taking it in. Lucas has experience putting together these kinds of profiles for terrorist attacks, so I definitely want to take whatever notes I can, but right now nothing is pinging my brain as a plausible lead.

			“Or it could be something simpler,” Nina offers. 

			“Yeah? What’s that?” Astra asks. 

			“To quote Michael Caine in that fantastic piece of cinema, The Dark Knight,” she says, “some men just want to watch the world burn.”  

			Astra rolls her eyes and chuckles. “You’re starting to sound a lot like Rick, you know. You better be careful with that.” 

			If Rick heard their banter, he gave no indication of it. He just sat there, banging away at the keys on his laptop, his eyes narrowed, his face a pinched mask of concentration. Whatever he was working on had him fully engrossed. 

			“Nah. Rick is sounding like me because I’m the OG,” Nina goes on with a grin. “I can dazzle you with my ability to quote literally thousands of movies.” 

			“Are you sure you two aren’t related somehow?” Astra asks. “Maybe you guys were separated at birth or something?” 

			“Definitely not. He’s not pretty enough to be related to me,” Nina replies.

			“Seems like Nina’s right,” Rick says when he finally looks up at us. “I’ve been digging into this Chaos person. There’s a lot of chatter about him on the dark web. The guy is a legend and has a legion of followers.” 

			“Well, that’s comforting,” Astra mutters. 

			“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Rick says. “Ninety-nine percent of these idiots are just people who stand on the sidelines cheering him on. They’d never actually work up the guts to do anything like this themselves.”

			“Yeah, but it’s that one percent that has me worried,” she replies. 

			Rick nods solemnly. “Yep.”

			“So, what can you tell me about Chaos?” I ask.

			“To be perfectly honest, I can’t say anything with absolute certainty. A lot of his fanboys have been doing the sleuthing, trying to figure out who he is. Armchair detective groups like these have become all the rage on the internet. You know, kind of like that one group that hunted down the guy who videotaped himself torturing and killing cats?” he asks. 

			“Yeah, but those people turned up something way more heinous,” Mo says. 

			“The guy was a serial killer,” Nina adds. 

			I seem to recall hearing about a documentary about that, but the specifics aren’t pinging in my mind right now. Not that it’s relevant to our current case anyway.

			“Okay, so what have these groups uncovered about him?” I ask.

			“Again, I’m going to need more time to try to verify all this,” he says. “And even then, I won’t be able to say it’s right with absolute certainty. It’s all rumor on rumor on rumor.”

			“Fair enough. Thanks for the disclaimers,” I reply. “Now, out with it.” 

			“Okay, well, current thought seems to be that he’s a German national,” Rick tells us. “Some people believe that his real name is Dieter Vogel. Now, from what I’ve been able to dig up on my own, there was a Dieter Vogel, born in Dresden in 1976. This same Dieter Vogel died on March 3, 1995.” 

			He arches an eyebrow as he finishes his line. Rick’s words cause something inside of me to click. I recall that date but don’t know why. I rack my brain then snap my fingers as I come up with the answer. 

			“That was the date of the apartment bombing in Belfast,” I say.

			“Supposedly, his first,” Astra adds.

			Rick nods. “It’s like Dieter Vogel died that day—”

			“And Chaos was born,” Nina adds. 

			I frown. “So, if Dieter Vogel is dead, he’s obviously taken on somebody else’s identity and is living under an assumed name.”

			“Stands to reason,” Rick nods.

			“Any way of tracking that?” I ask.

			“It’d be like trying to find a needle in a pile of needles,” he says. “Without any extra data points we can use, it’s going to be impossible.”

			“A guy who seems as skilled as Chaos isn’t going to leave any breadcrumbs for us to chase,” Nina says. “Unless he screws up, we’re not going to have any way of finding out what name he’s living under. He’s avoided Interpol detection for this long and doesn’t seem to be slowing down.”

			“This guy is a ghost, boss,” Rick says. 

			I nod and start to pace back and forth, clasping my hands behind my back as my mind races. Outside of my friend Paxton’s buddy Brody, those two are the most talented people I’ve seen on a computer in my life. They do things that shouldn’t be—and in a lot of cases aren’t—legal. But they can usually ferret out what I need and stay within the lines of the law... more or less. So, if both Nina and Rick are telling me they have no way to digitally track this guy, then this guy can’t be digitally tracked.

			“Okay, so what do we know about Dieter Vogel?” I ask. “Do we have any idea what his political ideologies are? Is he waging some sort of war against capitalism? Religion? Or against the supposed decadence of modern society?” 

			Rick shakes his head. “Not sure yet. I’m going to need to dig a bit deeper into him. Guys like this always have a manifesto somewhere. It’s just going to take me a minute to find it.” 

			“Hopefully that will fill in some of the blanks for us,” Astra says.

			“Right. Keep me in the loop,” I say. 

			“As soon as I find anything, you’ll be the first to know.” 

			Astra leans forward on the table with a mischievous smirk on her lips. “What I want to know is how did you find all this when Interpol and other international agencies haven’t been able to turn up a fraction of what you found in the last couple of hours in the years they’ve been working this case?”

			“You’re just going to need to accept that I am that good, Astra,” Rick tells her. 

			“No. I really wouldn’t,” she replies. 

			He laughs. “To find the good stuff, you have to know which doors to knock on—and how to get past the gatekeepers,” he says. “I happen to have a lot of social capital on the dark web which allows me to spend a little when we need help now and then.” 

			I frown. “And how did you accrue this social capital on the dark web?” 

			He grins. “There are some doors that are probably best left closed and locked.” 

			“Rick, I need to know—”

			“I’m not doing anything illegal. I promise you.” 

			Astra laughs softly. “Everybody knows that if you want the dirtiest, kinkiest smut around, you go to the dark web,” she crows. “Which means our little Ricky Wicky has some seriously screwed-up fetishes and fantasies.”

			“I’ll let you come over and watch,” he says.

			“I’d rather slit my eyeballs with a razor blade then pour lemon juice in them,” she replies.

			“That’s graphic.” 

			“It’s also true,” Astra says and smiles sweetly. 

			“What’s the second thing?” Mo asks suddenly.

			I turn to her. “The second thing?” 

			She nods. “Yeah, a little bit ago, you said this Chaos guy could be doing one of two things—the first is to incite fear and mayhem,” she says. “What was the second thing you think he could be doing?”

			“Profiting. I’m wondering if perhaps a man with no political ideology to speak of, no causes or banners he rallies to, and no real belief that can be found, isn’t just in this for the money,” I say. “I wonder if the reason we’ve found his signature on bombs all over Europe is because he’s building and selling them to people—which means, of course, they won’t have the same patterns or connections because each bombing may or may not be an isolated incident, only linked by Chaos himself providing the ordinance. He makes a nice, tidy profit and gets to watch—as Nina said—the world burn.” 

			“And now he’s here in the States,” Lucas says. “That’s comforting.” 

			“Which is why it’s critical that we find this guy and stop him,” I say. 

			“So, are we now thinking that maybe the two guys up on that hill McKey told us about were this Dieter Vogel and his buyer?” Astra asks.

			“That’s kind of where I’m landing right now, yeah,” I reply. “Speaking of which, Nina, were you able to put together a list of plates from the partial McKey gave us?”

			“I did. I’ve got fifty possible,” she says. “And that’s just in and around the immediate area.”

			I whistle low. “Looks like we’re going to be knocking on a lot of doors,” I say. “Okay, Mo and Lucas, you take the first twenty-five, we’ll take the other half. Nina and Rick, keep on trying to figure out where those explosives came from.”  

			“You got it, boss,” Mo says. 

			“All right, you find the man we’re looking for, back out and call in a tac team,” I say. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet. So, be careful and watch each other’s backs. Let’s get to it.”   

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			The Stagecoach Inn, Room #214; Grimley, TX

			After a long and fruitless day poring over the list of car owners, Astra and I grabbed a meal and then called it a day. My intention was to take a nice, hot, and relaxing bath, then have a glass of wine and get some actual sleep. I thought getting to the war room fresh tomorrow would be a nice change of pace. It might allow me to see things more clearly. Sleep doesn’t come easily to me—especially not when we’re working a case. But the fact that I kept yawning through dinner with Astra gave me hope that I’d be able to sleep tonight. 

			Apparently, my hopes were unreasonably high. Of that little to-do list, I accomplished the bath and the wine, but it’s closing in on midnight, and I’m standing on the balcony of my little hotel room looking out over the dark and quiet city of Grimley. Despite the fact that it’s growing, Grimley is still a pretty small place. And at the edge of town, it’s like there’s a line of demarcation between the ambient light of Grimley and the vastness of the empty land out there. Beyond town limits, it just seems like the land absorbs the light, making the darkness seem almost absolute. 

			Leaning against the railing of my balcony, I take a sip of water and think about the case… which is what’s keeping me up tonight. This case seems like it’s getting more complicated by the minute. I just feel like there’s something more going on. I mean, aside from the obvious motive of profit, this Chaos character seems to enjoy spreading chaos and mayhem in his wake. His goal is right there in his name. But he has to know that something like that won’t work here. Or at least, not that way. 

			This country has a long history of rallying together in times of crisis. Yeah, things may seem incredibly fractured right now, but I have to believe that if somebody were setting off bombs randomly in cities across the country, it would have the opposite effect Chaos is looking for. I have to believe it would unite this country rather than tear it apart. As divided as our nation seems right now, in a time of internal crisis like that, I want to believe it would pull us together, not drive us farther apart. I’ve seen it happen too many times in my life to believe otherwise. 

			Of course, there is the other possibility. With the country still reeling from the revelations that The Thirteen were manipulating so many events behind the scenes, there’s the chance that the people can only endure so much before they give in to fear—that the forces of hatred and division would only find themselves stronger than ever—and that the good people, innocent people, of this country, would feel isolated, paranoid, and alone, too afraid to even trust their neighbors. And Chaos would win.

			Maybe he’s counting on that and has waited for this moment to strike. Maybe he thinks that now is the time to bring his operation to America after decades of success in Europe. Or it’s still entirely possible that he doesn’t care about any of that and is simply in it for the money—if my theory about that is right, anyway. And that’s the problem. There are just too many variables and things I can’t account for right now. The full picture remains opaque. 

			The only thing I know for sure, and the only thing we need to be focusing on, is that there is a terrorist either planting or selling bombs in this country. And if we don’t find and stop him, more people are going to die—which is completely unacceptable to me. After doing this job for so many years, I’ve come to terms with the fact that we can’t save everybody—that we’re going to lose a lot of people along the way. But that’s not going to keep me from trying to save as many people as I can. 

			“Especially this time of year,” I mutter.

			I look at the Christmas lights spread across the sleeping town and try to conjure some of the holiday spirit. But I might as well try to conjure an ocean from the Sahara. With a sigh, I walk back into my room and slide the door closed behind me. The hotel is basic. Not as nice as some we’ve stayed in, but not as bad as others. The floor is covered with a thin, industrial carpeting that’s built for wear, is a little rough on the soles of my feet, and has a busy, multi-colored design that matches the comforter on a queen-sized bed that’s surprisingly comfortable. A plastic Ficus stands in the corner and could stand to be dusted. 

			The bed is flanked by a pair of nightstands that don’t quite match the rest of the furniture in the room. The tall four-drawer dresser is nicked and scarred and has a flatscreen TV bolted to it. A small round table and chair sit in the far corner of the room, and the wallpaper is white with vertical rows of brown stagecoaches. It’s… horrifyingly ugly. But the bed is soft, and the water pressure is good, so all things considered, I can’t complain too much.

			Determined to get a little sleep, I climb into the bed and flip off the light. I nestle down into the sheets and blanket then let out a long sigh as I close my eyes. I’d barely settled into that peaceful state right before you drift off when the shrieking bleat of my phone shatters the silence.

			“Seriously?” I groan. 

			I snatch up my phone and look at the caller ID. It’s coming from a blocked number, but I don’t think much of it before I connect the call and press the phone to my ear. 

			“Wilder,” I say. 

			“Did I wake you?” he asks. “I think I woke you.” 

			Every muscle in my body tenses, and it feels like my veins have been flooded with ice water the moment I hear his voice. I grit my teeth and squeeze my phone so hard I fear I might crush it in my grip. 

			“Are you there, Blake?” 

			“Why are you calling me?” 

			“Oh, I don’t know,” the sinister, almost musical voice replies. “I’m just having a little trouble sleeping tonight and thought it might be nice if we talked. How is Dallas?”

			“I’ve got nothing to say to you.” 

			“That’s disappointing,” he says. “Especially after I’ve given you such nice gifts.” 

			Images of severed hands flash through my mind, and I feel the fires of anger stirring in my belly. Gifts, he calls them. He’s treating this entire thing like it’s all just a big game to him. He’s begging for my attention, and the only reason I’m giving him the time of day is because of those hands he’s sent me. It suggests that he’s committed at least two murders. Or at least, he wants me to think he’s committed two murders. 

			It’s not definitive. We don’t know anything right now. It could simply be that the guy on the other end of this line stole two hands from a morgue for all I know. I won’t know anything until Milton is able to get some conclusive evidence for me. Until then, I’m not inclined to keep humoring this guy. I know I have to, though, just in case Milton gets back to me and says that the pair of hands he sent me were indeed taken off the arms of living, breathing human beings. And if that happens, that’s going to open up a whole new can of worms. 

			“What do you want?” I ask. 

			“I want you to take me seriously.” 

			“I don’t even know who you are, let alone what you want.” 

			I strain my ears, listening to the background noise, hoping I hear something distinctive enough that I can track him down if I need to. All I hear though is music. 

			“Do you like this song?” he asks, switching topics as if reading my mind. “It’s Africa by a band called Toto. Their work is vastly underrated.” 

			“Yeah, I know it,” I snap. “What do you want, whoever you are?” 

			“I love eighties music. Duran Duran, the Go-Go’s, the Bangles, Adam and the Ants, and the like,” he goes on as if I hadn’t even said anything. “I think I picked that up from my father. He’d play eighties tunes all the time… he rarely ever played anything else. I guess that kind of rubbed off on me somewhere along the line.” 

			“That’s great. Thanks for sharing that fun fact about you,” I snap. “Now, what in the hell do you want from me?” 

			“I want you to do your job, Blake,” he replies. “I’ve given you ample reason to believe I killed two people. It’s your job to come find me.”

			“Yeah, that’s not the way this works. You don’t just send me random body parts and beg for my attention.” 

			“Is that what you think I’m doing? Begging for attention?” 

			I roll onto my back, the phone pressed to my ear, and stare at the ceiling. I know I shouldn’t be giving this guy two seconds of my attention. Probably should have hung up on him the moment I recognized his voice. But that little voice in the back of my head is telling me I need to keep him talking and hope that he’ll give himself away one way or the other. Because if there’s the slightest chance that this is all for real and this guy is actually murdering people as part of some sick, sadistic game, then more people are going to die. And just like with Chaos, I can’t afford to let that happen.

			“What is this all about then?” I ask.

			“I told you before,” he says, his voice tight. “You stole something from me. You just waltzed in and snatched it away like it was your right. You need to be taught some humility, Chief Wilder. You need to be punished for what you’ve done to me.”

			“And what is it you think I’ve done to you?” 

			“You stole my entire life!” he roars.

			The sudden fury in his voice takes me aback. The sound of his breathing, shallow and ragged, fills my ears, and I can practically see him gripping his phone tight, the cords in his neck standing out, and his eyes squeezed shut as he tries to regain his composure. This is a man who desperately needs to be in control. A man who needs to feel powerful. Maybe he’s used to it. Or maybe he has no control and no power in his life, which is why he is doing everything he can to assert that dominance and control over me… and potentially, his victims. 

			“You stole my life,” he says, his voice trembling with anger but under control. “You stole away everything it was supposed to be.”

			“And how did I do that?” 

			A low, menacing chuckle drifts across the open line. He’s managed to quickly get himself under control again, which tells me a bit about the man. He’s able to compartmentalize. He’s able to master his emotions quickly and never lets himself stray too far out of bounds. He’s controlled, and given what I’ve seen of his alleged work, he’s methodical. He has many of the qualities of the most notorious killers I’ve chased over the course of my career. And that means if he is what he claims to be, he would make a very formidable foe.

			It’s a thought that sends goosebumps marching up and down my skin as it feels like a finger made of ice is sliding up my spine. The fact that this man knows so much about me—my name, phone number, home address, and most disturbingly, my schedule—sends a flutter through my heart and makes my stomach clench so tightly it’s almost painful. Hunting killers in the field is one thing. Not knowing whether they’re going to turn up on your doorstep in the middle of the night is something else entirely. 

			“See, that’s part of the game. That’s part of the fun and surprise,” he says. “You wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise now, would you?” 

			“I’ve never been a big fan of surprises.”

			“Not a fan of surprises. Not a fan of Christmas,” he says. “Is there anything in this world you do enjoy, Blake?” 

			“Yeah. Putting bad guys down,” I reply. “There’s nothing I enjoy more than putting murderers in cages for the rest of their lives.” 

			“Such hostility. Is that because of the way your parents were murdered?” he asks. “That’s why you joined the Bureau, isn’t it? To avenge their deaths? Tell me, is their murder the reason you don’t enjoy the holidays as well?” 

			I sit up in my bed and look around, my stomach tightening even more. Even though I know I’m alone, the fact that this man knows so much about me has me feeling more than a little paranoid. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and I feel like he’s watching me. Tamping down the fear that’s welling up within me, I focus on trying to keep a level head and gather as much intel about this man as I can. 

			“And how is it you know so much about me?” I ask. 

			That eerie, high-pitched chuckle comes across the line again. “You and I are a lot alike, Blake. More so than you’d ever care to admit.”

			“How is that?” 

			“We’re hunters, you and I. But we’re methodical. Exacting,” he says. “We seek to know everything there is to know about our quarry before we strike. Wouldn’t you agree with that?” 

			“I suppose that’s right,” I reply. “So, does that mean you’re the predator and I’m the prey now? Is that what’s going on here?” 

			“That’s what’s been going on. You’re only just now catching on. Maybe now you’ll take me more seriously,” he replies with a faint dusting of scorn in his voice. 

			“When I get back to Seattle, why don’t you and I get together then? Let’s talk this out,” I offer. “Let’s figure out what’s going on here and—”

			“That’s an incredibly stupid thing to say. You’re a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them,” he snaps, cutting me off with some real heat in his voice. 

			A moment of silence descends between us, and it’s in that moment I realize he needs me to be as smart and cunning as he seems to think I am. This wouldn’t be fun for him if he didn’t believe he was up against a worthy adversary. I’m the villain in this story he’s cooked up in his head, and for the entire tale to work out the way he’s imagining it will, he needs me to be some ultra-intelligent bad guy. 

			“I promise you one thing though,” he says, in control of himself once more. “You will be hearing from me once you get back to Seattle. I’m tired of playing second fiddle, Blake. You owe me your full, undivided attention. You owe me that. Ignore me at your own peril. Or at least, at the peril of others because I will kill again. Do you hear me?”

			“That’s a pretty entitled and presumptuous attitude. Why would I owe you anything?” I ask. “I don’t even know who in the hell you are.” 

			“You will. And you will learn what you’ve taken from me.”

			“Why don’t you just tell me.” I don’t give him the courtesy of a question mark at the end of my sentence.

			That chuckle, almost like a young girl’s giggle, rings in my ears again. “Figure out the what, and it may lead you to the who, Blake. Focus on the what. And my gifts to you should be an adequate starting point for that. At least, it should be if you’re half as smart as I think you are. And I truly hope you are.”

			“I’ll do my best to not disappoint you,” I say. “And what should I call you?” 

			“See that you don’t disappoint me, Blake. And for now, you can just call me Mr. Abernetty,” he tells me. 

			“Mr. Abernetty?” 

			“That is what I said.”

			“Uh-huh. Okay then.” 

			“Like I said, you will be hearing from me again once you return to Seattle.” 

			“Looking forward to it,” I say.

			“I’m sure. In parting, let me leave you with this,” he says. “Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself; but talent instantly recognizes genius.” 

			And with that, the call is broken. I drop my phone onto the bed and press my head back into the pillows, feeling a steady throbbing behind my eyes. As if I didn’t already have enough on my plate, now I have to deal with this crackpot too—a crackpot I can’t afford to ignore no matter how much I want to. 

			“Tis the season,” I mutter and roll over in bed, desperate to find a little peace and a little sleep before the morning comes. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Conference Room 322, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself, but talent instantly recognizes genius,” I repeat the line Mr. Abernetty used last night. 

			“So, let me guess,” Astra says. “You’re the talent, and he’s the genius.”

			“That’s what I’m taking from that. He does seem to have a very high opinion of himself. He’s arrogant and entitled,” I reply. “But I feel like I know that quote. Something about it rings a bell, but I can’t say why exactly. I’m not sure where it’s from, but I know it’s from somewhere. It’s not original to him.”

			“And Abernetty is obviously a fake name,” Astra adds.

			“Exactly. And again, it’s something that rings a vague bell somewhere in the back of my mind,” I say. “I don’t know why I know it, but I feel like I do.” 

			We’re sitting huddled together at the far end of the conference table while Rick and Nina, their faces locked in concentration, keep banging away at their keyboards. Mo and Lucas are already out in the field chasing down more car owners. We had to swing by the FO to give Nina and Rick their marching orders, brief Rosie, and give SAC Fitzpatrick a call to update her before Astra and I head out. 

			“And he gave you no clues about who he is?” she asks.

			I shake my head. “None. About all he said was that I owed him my attention because I supposedly took something from him, and if I didn’t give it to him, he was going to start dropping more bodies.” 

			“So, we can’t afford to let this go.”

			“No, not really,” I groan. “But what has me curious is how he knows as much about me as he does. He knows about everything from the murder of my parents to my dislike of the holidays. I mean, I know some of that can be inferred and guessed at. But he’s got my number, and he always seems to know where I’m at. He always makes sure to drop that bit of knowledge on me, asking how it is in whatever city we happen to be in. He wants me to know he’s keeping tabs on me.”

			“That’s a little bit creepy,” Astra notes. 

			“Yeah, you think?” 

			“Okay, so what are we going to do about it?” 

			I shake my head. “I’m not sure yet. What I do know is that we need to figure out where he’s getting his information from,” I say. “It’s got to be somebody inside the Bureau. There’s no other way he could know where we’re at.”

			She whistles low. “That’s going to be a pretty deep suspect pool given how many people don’t like you around the FO.” 

			“Way to put a point on it, jerk,” I say a little more harshly than I mean to. 

			Thankfully, Astra picks up on the obvious stress in my voice and lets it slide. “What I’m here for,” she replies. “But seriously, do you have any suspects?” 

			“It honestly could be any of the team leads. If I had to pick one, I’d say it’s Gathers though. That man despises me,” I tell her. “But to be honest, I wouldn’t rule out the possibility that Ayad is the source.” 

			“You’re kidding me. SAC Ayad?”

			I nod. “I’ve never trusted him. Not fully. He’s got a relationship with Kathryn Hedlund that he’s never fully explained to me.” 

			“Well, for one thing, he probably doesn’t feel like he needs to explain that relationship to you,” she says.

			“That’s probably fair. But his lack of transparency doesn’t make me trust him.”

			“I get that. But I’ve heard scuttlebutt that Ayad has been a close friend of the Hedlund family for years and years. Something about Ayad helping the Senator out with a situation back when he was still a field agent. I don’t know what that situation was though,” Astra says.

			“Interesting,” I note.

			“See? That’s what you learn when you listen to rumors.” 

			“Shouldn’t be too difficult to look into. I’d like to know what Ayad helped Hedlund out with all those years ago,” I say. 

			“There’s more though. I’ve also heard that he and Selene had an inappropriate relationship at one point in time,” Astra tells me.

			“An affair?”

			“That’s what I heard.” 

			I shake my head. “Ayad is a lot of things, but he’s not a guy who’s going to have an affair,” I say confidently. “He’s one hundred percent loyal to his wife. That man would never cheat on her. Especially not with a woman half his age. He’s just not that guy.” 

			“Hey, I’m right there with you. I don’t think he’s that guy either. I’m just telling you everything I’ve heard. Do with it as you will, my friend.” 

			“What I want to know, and the thing that really grates on me, is how their relationship—whatever it is—survived Hedlund giving the order that resulted in Selene’s death,” I say. 

			In what seems like another lifetime, Hedlund ordered a raid on a compound of innocent people who were only trying to live a simpler life away from the trappings of modern society. The raid resulted in a lot of deaths—including Selene, who’d been living at Haven. I don’t know how, if Ayad is as close with the Hedlunds as the gossips say, he can justify remaining so loyal to a woman who gave the order that killed her own daughter. Or justify being loyal to Hedlund after she tried to throw me under the bus for the raid. I want to know why, after all that, Ayad can justify still being “buddy buddy” with her. 

			“I’d just really like to understand the bond between them,” I say. “I want to know if it’s something as simple as political alignment between them. Or is there some sort of quid pro quo that goes back to this mysterious situation he helped her with? Is Ayad navigating his way up the Bureau food chain because of her help?” 

			“Maybe they just get along and genuinely like each other,” Astra offers. 

			“Yeah, or that, I guess,” I reply. 

			Astra shakes her head and snickers. “You’re so cynical.” 

			“Yeah, you must be rubbing off on me.” 

			“That’s not a bad thing,” she replies. 

			“There are a lot of questions here that I want answers to.”

			“Then we’ll dig in and see what we can turn up.” 

			A moment of silence descends between us as I ponder the myriad of possibilities for this seemingly unshakable bond between Ayad and Hedlund. I’m sure it’s an academic exercise. But I’m curious. Until I know the backstory between those two, I’m never going to fully trust him. Given that he’s the SAC and provides direct oversight of my unit, I need to be able to trust him. Until I feel like I can, I’m going to question everything he says and does. I’m going to question his motives and wonder about his agenda. And I don’t like operating that way. 

			I turn to Astra, my lips curling upward. “When did you start listening to gossip anyway?” 

			“Oh, I always listen. Doesn’t mean I believe everything,” she shrugs. “But as far as information gathering goes, it doesn’t get better than listening to what people are talking about. There’s always some bit of truth in the rumors if you’re willing to sift through a lot of garbage to get to those nuggets.”

			“I think you’d make a fantastic spy,” I tell her. “You should think about changing your career path.” 

			“What makes you think I haven’t been thinking about it already?”

			“Because you’d miss me too much.”

			“Don’t flatter yourself, babe. I stick around for your benefit,” she cracks.

			“And here I thought you just liked me,” I smile in return.

			She tips me a wink. “Anyway, we’re going to need to dig into this when we get home,” Astra says, her tone suddenly serious. “I don’t want this stalker guy causing any more trouble. For the victims or for you.” 

			“Same here. And the first thing we need is the identity of the second hand he gifted me, then figure out how the two names connect,” I reply. “We’ll need to dig into the meat and potatoes of this thing.” 

			“Agree. And we’ll do that first thing when we get back home. I’ve got your back.”

			“Thanks, Astra. I know you do, and I appreciate it.” 

			“Hey, okay, so I’ve got something here,” Rick calls out. “And I’m afraid it’s bad news.” 

			“Do we ever get any other kind of news?” Astra groans. “What do you have?” 

			“Well, I’ve been doing some deep digging into Chaos, and the bad news is that he is indeed in the States selling his hardware,” he tells us. “I’ve found some chat rooms Chaos sometimes pops into on the dark web that are frequented by your garden variety terrorists and other bad actors—people looking for the sort of toys he sells.”

			“All right,” I say. “And what did you find?” 

			“Other than a very troubling number of people wanting his services?” he asks, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Most can’t afford what he wants for his devices, but there are some major players here who can meet his asking price. One of them here in the States… somebody who goes by the name of Petbe. Chaos chatted extensively with Petbe, and it looks like they were on the verge of striking a deal for his devices, pending a demonstration.”

			“Rosen’s building,” Astra offers.

			“That makes sense,” I reply. “But Petbe?”

			He nods. “That is correct.”

			“Do we have any idea what kind of name that is?” Astra asks. 

			“For those of you scoring at home, Petbe is the Egyptian god of vengeance,” Nina chimes in. 

			“Now, that’s interesting,” I note.

			“Why is that interesting?” Rick asks.

			“Vengeance. Revenge,” I say. “It tells us a lot about how the buyer sees himself and what he wants the bombs for.”

			Astra nods. “He feels he’s been wronged and is looking to set things to right. And the only way he can do that is by targeting those who’ve wronged him.” 

			I feel that familiar stirring in the pit of my belly as we start moving forward slowly. The sensation of momentum is practically in slow motion, but at least I have it. The fact that this Petbe is buying weapons of mass destruction is well beyond alarming. But knowing he is intending to use them to enact some sort of revenge can help us narrow down his target. Before we can identify his target and stop him, though, we need to figure out how this man was wronged. 

			I grimace when I realize the task facing us is very much like the task my new friend Mr. Abernetty set to me… figure out the what, which will help lead us to the who. As if I needed yet another reminder of that situation looming over me. 

			“Okay, I want you guys to dig deep. Get into those chat rooms, trace anything and everything you can, I want to know anything and everything there is to know about this Petbe,” I tell him. “Keep digging into Chaos and find out what you can too. We need to track these guys down, and if possible, stop that sale before it goes through.”

			“We’re on it,” Nina says. 

			“Good work, Rick. Way to dig that up,” I say.

			“Thanks, Boss,” he replies.

			“Nina, I also need to know where Chaos got the explosives he brought Rosen’s building down with. If he only just came into the country, he couldn’t have brought them with him. So, they had to have come from somewhere. And if I’m a betting woman, I’d say they came from somewhere local.” 

			“Your wish is my command,” she replies. 

			“Also, I know it’s a long shot, but can you guys also check entry records? I’ve got to believe his alternate identity is probably German as well. It’s easier to make yourself believe a lie if it’s dusted with the truth,” I tell them. “So, it’s entirely possible his new identity is also German just to make it simple for himself. Check flight records at both airports for anybody from Germany who passed through customs.”

			“We’re on it,” they reply in unison.

			I turn to Astra. “Okay, we have some more people we need to talk to. Let’s get to it.”

			“Right behind you.”

			As Astra and I walk out of the war room, I let everything we’ve discovered so far rattle around in my mind. It still isn’t much, to be honest. But compared to what we had previously, it feels like Rick stumbled onto a gold mine. I just hope he can dig out a few nuggets before that vein dries up. Because if we all strike out with our list of people attached to the license plate number we’ve got, we’re going to be heading back to square one. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. Again. 

			All we can do is cross our fingers and hope for the best. 
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			Residence of Archibald Morrow; Grimley, TX

			We pull to a stop at the curb in front of a modest ranch-style home that’s white with green trim. A split rail fence borders the front of the property, and a wide driveway leads to a two-car garage. A large American flag hangs on one side of the porch, and a University of Texas flag hangs on the other side. The paint on the house looks fresh, the yard is well-kept, and the entire place is clean. Tidy. It’s obvious the owner takes great pride in his place.

			The same can be said of the entire neighborhood. All the homes in the working-class neighborhood are nice and well-maintained. It’s a little cookie-cutter for my taste. All the homes are the same ranch-style design, most of them have split rail fences out front, and every house has an American flag out front. Half of them have flags from UT and the other have flags from A&M. If there’s one thing Texans love more than their country, it’s college football. 

			“I can almost smell the testosterone from here,” Astra remarks.

			“That’s pretty sexist,” I reply dryly. “There are quite a few female football fans, you know. It’s such a rapidly growing demographic, the NFL is spending a lot of time and money catering to them. Did you know there are women in the coaching ranks now? There are even some women refereeing games nowadays.” 

			“Blake Wilder, everybody, spokeswoman for the society of American female football fans,” she replies. 

			“It’s a tough job, but somebody has to do it.”

			“Ideally, it should be done by somebody who likes football.” 

			“There’s that, I suppose,” I reply with a chuckle. “Come on, let’s go see the next disappointment on our list.” 

			“Sounds like how I used to refer to my dating life when I was younger.”

			“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”

			We get out of the car and walk up the driveway. A tall, hulking man in a dingy T-shirt and blue coveralls is under the hood of an old pickup truck but stands when he hears us approach. He pulls a rag out of his pocket and turns his icy blue eyes on us as he wipes his hands on the greasy piece of cloth. We stop a couple of feet in front of him, and the man stuffs the rag back into his pocket and runs a hand through his hair, then slips his hands into his pockets. 

			At six-four or six-five, he’s a giant of a man who towers over us. His shoulders are wide, and he’s got a barrel chest and a bit of a middle-aged paunch around the middle. Between the thinning, iron-gray hair and a face that’s craggy and filled with lines, I’d put the man somewhere in his mid-to-late fifties. His complexion is a warm, tawny color that makes me think he spends a lot of time outdoors—an assumption bolstered by how bright and beautiful his well-manicured front lawn is. I have no trouble believing he does all his own yard work. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I say as we badge him. 

			“Archibald Morrow. Just call me Archie,” he replies. “Pleased to meet you.”

			“Likewise,” I say.

			“Would y’all like to come in for some lemonade? Just made a fresh pitcher this mornin’.”

			“That’s very kind, but we’re all right, thank you,” I say. “We only have a few questions and don’t want to take up much of your time.” 

			“All right. What sort of questions?” 

			“You’re the registered owner of a 2001 Ford F-150 with the license plate number PFL-327. Is that correct?” Astra asks. 

			He runs a hand through his hair again and frowns as he looks away, seeming to be thinking hard about her question. He finally nods to himself and turns back to us.

			“Yeah, yeah. I remember that truck, I think. Dark blue, right?” he says. “Yeah, it was mine. But I sold it a few weeks back now.” 

			He gestures to the truck behind him and then motions to the open doors of the garage where there are two older model cars—one truck and one sedan. They’re both up on blocks with their hoods up. 

			“This is kind of my hobby now. To be honest, it’s the only thing that keeps me busy,” he says. “Ever since my Mary passed away last year—the cancer took her. Anyway, I need somethin’ to keep me occupied, so I flip cars.” 

			“We’re very sorry for your loss, Mr. Morrow—” 

			“Archie,” he corrects us.

			“Archie then,” I reply. “As I said, we’re very sorry for your loss.” 

			“Thank you. Before she passed, my Mary told me I needed somethin’ to keep me busy—to keep me from thinkin’ too much. She said keepin’ myself occupied would help me from gettin’ too blue. She always said I got that way when I thought too much,” he says, his eyes shimmering with tears. “Anyway, our son is runnin’ our business since I can’t bear to be there no more. Me and Mary built it from the ground up. We made it what it’s been for the last thirty years and… it’s just got too many memories, I guess.” 

			“It sounds like she gave you good advice then,” Astra says.

			He nods. “Yeah. Mary was good like that. Smartest woman I’ve ever known,” he tells us. “Anyway, that’s why I started buyin’ these old junkers. I fix ‘em up and flip ‘em. Keeps me busy and makes me a little bit of money on top of it. But mostly it keeps me from gettin’ blue. Gives me some reason to get out of bed in the mornin’.”  

			“I understand, and it’s good that you’ve found a way to carry on,” I say gently. “Was the F-150 we’re asking about one of your flips?” 

			“Yeah. That one took me a couple months to put back together. It was a tough one. Had all sorts of issues I had to deal with I didn’t know about when I bought it. But when I was done, she was purrin’ like a kitten. Better than when she rolled off the showroom floor,” he tells us with an obvious note of pride in his voice. 

			“Do you happen to have the name of the person who bought it?” Astra asks. “Maybe their personal information like their phone number or address?” 

			He shook his head. “Afraid not. It was a cash deal. All my sales are.” 

			“And you don’t take any of their personal information?” Astra asks. 

			“That’s how it is with cash deals, agent. I just fix ‘em up then post ‘em online and move ‘em out, then go on to the next,” he tells her. “I mean, I got a receipt for the sale, but it’s generic. Just a listing of the goods bein’ sold. No names or anything else like that.” 

			“No signature or anything?” Astra presses.

			He shakes his head. “Nah. Like I said, it’s just a receipt listin’ the goods bein’ sold,” he says. “You gotta understand, most of the time, I’m just sellin’ these heaps to local kids. Most of ‘em buyin’ their first car and all. It ain’t anything real formal or nothin’ like that. Like I told you, I’m mostly doin’ it just to keep myself busy.”

			“All right, well, do you think you’d be able to describe the man you sold that truck to?” I ask hopefully. 

			“Yeah. I think so,” he says. “He was a couple of inches shorter than me, but he was fit. Looks like the fella worked out a lot. He was bald and had blue eyes. Oh, and he wore some thick, black-rimmed glasses.” 

			I jot down some notes in my notebook and then look up at him, waiting for him to continue. Archie looks off, his face pinched as if he were trying hard to recall something important.

			“This fella, he was pretty abrupt. Pretty curt and not very friendly,” he says. “He seemed like a man who was used to barkin’ out orders to people.” 

			“Like he was military?” I ask.

			“Yeah, maybe. Somethin’ like that,” Archie nods.  

			“Why does that stand out to you?” Astra asks. 

			“Two reasons,” he starts. “First, this man was closer to my age. And like I told you before, it’s mostly kids buyin’ these cars. Youngsters who live around here.” 

			“Okay, and the second?” I ask. 

			“The second thing is that I’m pretty sure this fella ain’t from around here.”

			“What makes you say that?” Astra presses. 

			“Aside from that cold personality, he had an accent,” Archie tells us. 

			Astra and I trade a look. “An accent?” I ask. “Like a German accent?” 

			Archie shakes his head and chuckles. “Oh no, nothin’ that exotic. No, this fella had an accent from back east, I’d say. New York or New Jersey maybe. Somethin’ like that. It kinda fits, though, with that abrupt personality of his. Folks back there are always rushin’ around, in a hurry, and barkin’ at other people. Me and my Mary went to New York one time and after half a day, we was ready to come on back home. It’s slower here in Grimley, which suits us just fine. We ain’t big city folk, that’s for sure.” 

			The smile on his face at the fond remembrance of his wife slowly fades when he seems to realize he’s still talking about her in the present tense and is replaced by that small, sad frown that seems to be his natural expression these days. 

			“It sounds like you have some wonderful memories of you and Mary,” I say.

			He nods and looks away, trying to subtly wipe away the tear that spilled from the corner of his eye. The man’s face darkens as he struggles to regain control of his emotions. My heart goes out to him. Loss and grief are never easy things to deal with and can feel like they’re sucking the life right out of you some days. I reach out and place my hand gently on his shoulder. His lips quiver, and he quickly pulls the rag out of his pocket again and uses it to wipe his face, then draws a deep breath that trembles as he exhales. 

			“Sorry ‘bout that,” he says. “Sometimes… well… sometimes it just hits me harder than it does other times.” 

			“I understand. And like I said, it sounds like you and Mary created a wonderful life filled with beautiful memories,” I say. “It’s important to hold tight to those things and not let the grief swallow them all up.”

			“Thank you. I appreciate that,” he says, his voice low and shaky. 

			“Archie, is there anything else you can tell us about this man?” Astra asks gently. “Anything else that stands out?” 

			He screws up his face again and racks his mind. Eventually, he just shakes his head as he turns back to us. 

			“I’m afraid not. The man was pretty plain, to be honest. No scars or tattoos or nothin’ like that. He was just an ordinary lookin’ fella,” he tells us. “Like I said, I only really remember him on account of him bein’ close to my age and not one of the kids I usually sell to.” 

			“And he didn’t say why he needed the truck?” Astra offers, taking a shot in the dark. 

			“Nah. We didn’t talk much. Not outside him askin’ questions about the truck and me answerin’ them. He wasn’t the chatty type,” Archie responds. 

			I glance over at Astra, and she gives me a small shrug as if to tell me she’s out of questions. There’s nothing else I can think of, so I slip a card out of my pocket and hand it over to the big man in front of us. 

			“If you can think of anything else or remember something, please, give us a call,” I say. “Thank you for your time, Archie.” 

			He nods. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.” 

			“You were a lot of help, and we appreciate your time,” Astra tells him. 

			“This have anythin’ to do with that buildin’ that got blown up? Did this fella do that?”

			“At this moment, we’re not sure of anything, Archie. We’re just following the breadcrumbs right now to see where they lead,” I tell him. 

			“Boy, I sure hope I didn’t help this fella do somethin’ so terrible,” he says. 

			“You didn’t help anybody do anything, Archie. You sold a man a truck. No more and no less. You didn’t do anything wrong,” I assure him. 

			He thinks about it for a moment then gives me a tight smile. “Well, I hope y’all catch the fella that done this. I always back the blue,” he tells us. “Be safe out there, agents.”

			We turn and head back to our car. As I slip in behind the wheel, I see that Archie is still watching us, his face tight, his expression dark. 

			“He did nothing wrong, but that man is carrying a world of guilt on his shoulders,” I note. 

			“Yeah. Kind of reminds me of you,” Astra cracks. 

			“I’m nowhere near that bad.”

			“No, most of the time you’re worse than a Catholic with guilt.” 

			I start the car and give her the finger before dropping it in gear and pulling away from the curb. It wasn’t exactly a dry hole, but it wasn’t exactly a cascading waterfall of information either. Still, we got a couple of pieces we didn’t have before, so it’s up to us to see how they fit into the larger puzzle in play.
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			Conference Room 322; FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“What we don’t know is whether the car buyer was Chaos or Petbe,” I say. 

			“I’m inclined to say it’s Petbe, since Archie said the man’s accent sounded like it was from the east coast, not Germany,” Astra says. 

			“People learn to drop their accents all the time,” Mo counters. “Look how many Brits take on American roles in the movies without a trace of their accent.” 

			“That’s true,” Rick adds. “Do you know how jarring it is to hear Tom Holland speaking in his natural way? I mean, Spider-Man was from Queens, not London.” 

			“I think Astra’s right. Actors like that typically learn to speak in a neutral accent,” I say. “Archie was pretty deliberate in saying the accent sounded like it was east coast.”

			“Unless our guy is a chameleon,” Lucas offers. “Somebody who can mimic the look and sound of people from virtually anywhere.” 

			I purse my lips and fold my arms over my chest as I start to pace the front of the room, thinking about what Lucas said. It could be true. And if so, it would put a new wrinkle into this whole mess. It wouldn’t be unprecedented. At the same time, though, if Chaos is simply acting as the facilitator, hooking up disgruntled people with his devices, and is in it for the money, I can’t see him going to the extraordinary effort of learning regional dialects just to make a sale. The guy is a ghost already. 

			“It’s not a bad thought, and we’ll keep an ear out for that,” I finally say. “For now, though, I think it’s best that we operate under the assumption the car buyer is Petbe and not Chaos.”

			“Why’s that?” Lucas asks. 

			“My gut is telling me Chaos is skilled at staying off anybody’s radar. He’s been a ghost for years, right? I’m thinking that Petbe is less skilled at that. He’s not as slick as Chaos when it comes to staying off the grid,” I start. “Buying a disposable car was perhaps his way of keeping anybody from tracing his real ride back to him in the event he was seen—as he was. He knew that buying a cash-only car that didn’t require ID would lead us to a dead end, which was good enough for him. Chaos wouldn’t have even left that much of a breadcrumb.” 

			Lucas seems to consider it for a moment. “You might be right.”

			“All right, so what’s our next move?” Mo asks. 

			“We’ll need to brief Rosie and SAC Fitzpatrick first. Then we’ll coordinate with local LEOs. I want a BOLO out on that truck,” I say. “I want every cop in this town looking for it.”

			“What if he’s already scrapped it?” Astra asks.

			“Then we’re back at square one, unfortunately,” I admit. “But we’ll keep our fingers crossed that maybe he’ll have slipped up and left some useable prints inside the truck. We’ll have to have a forensics team process it thoroughly and quickly.”

			“We can coordinate with the LEOs,” Mo offers.

			“Great. Please do,” I reply. “Rick, have you been able to turn up anything else about this guy? Do we know who he became after Dieter Vogel died?” 

			Rick shakes his head. “Nothing substantive. And no, I haven’t been able to find a single lead on his new identity,” he says miserably. “I’ve tried backtracking through his postings on these message boards, but this guy is good. Really good.”

			“Better than you?” I ask.

			He frowns. “Yeah, maybe.”

			“I can vouch for him,” Nina chimes in. “The man formerly known as Dieter Vogel is some kind of techno-savant. He knows how to cover his tracks a thousand different ways.” 

			“All right. Well, keep trying,” I say. “If there’s anybody I trust to be able to cut through it and find the guy behind it all, it’s you two.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence. But it might be misplaced,” Rick says. “We’ll keep plugging though.” 

			“Good. Please do that,” I say.

			“What’s next for us?” Astra asks. 

			“If I can interrupt for a second,” Nina interjects. 

			“Go ahead,” I say.

			“I’ve been looking closely, and I’ve turned up two companies who have some irregularities in their explosives inventories,” she says. 

			“Irregularities?” Astra asks. 

			She nods. “Discrepancies in their inventory logs. Whoever changed things up didn’t do a very good job of covering their tracks—at either company.” 

			“Explain,” I say. 

			“Well, in both cases, the companies reported having a certain amount of explosives on hand with the ATF, as is required by law,” she explains. “But they’d reported a different amount three months previously—and didn’t have any reported uses of those explosives in between. The change was made on their internal documentation, but it was never corrected with the ATF. They weren’t huge amounts, so the variances could have been explained away without raising major red flags—typing errors or the like. But they were still discrepant amounts.” 

			“That’s good work, Nina. What are the companies?” I ask. 

			“The first company is Big D Development in Dallas, and the second is Hinman Construction right here in Grimley,” she replies.

			Astra and I exchange a look with each other. It might have been nice to have that piece of information when we met Peter Hinman for the first time. 

			“And what exactly was missing from Hinman Construction?” I ask. 

			“Going through their logs, it looks like they’re missing five pounds of RDX over the last three months,” Nina tells us. “The same amount is also missing from Big D Development over the same period of time.” 

			“That’s one hell of a coincidence,” Astra notes.

			“Yeah, it really is,” I reply. 

			“RDX is powerful,” Lucas chimes in. “Combined with the PETN, it doesn’t take much to bring a building down. And if Chaos has ten pounds of it…” 

			He lets his statement hang in the air, not needing to finish it, since the implications are obvious… and potentially devastating. To have that much RDX floating around out there, in the hands of a man whose only goal is to create chaos and death, is a terrifying prospect. It only makes the need for us to put our hands on him all the more pressing. 

			“Do we know if either of the companies has any discrepant amounts of PETN?” I ask.

			“Negative,” Nina tells me. “Neither of them is licensed to stock PETN.” 

			“So, how did he get it?” Astra asks.

			“You can get anything you want on the dark web,” Rick says. “I’ll get back on my search from earlier and see if anything crops up with this new information.”

			“Good. Very good,” I nod. “Okay, then let’s drill down and focus on getting some answers about the RDX. We need to find out how it went missing and whether Chaos maybe paid somebody to leave the explosives locker open for him or not.”

			“If we find out somebody did, how should we proceed?” Mo asks. “Should we arrest them? Or just bring them in for questioning?” 

			“If you find the person who helped Chaos, don’t bring them in,” I say. “Instead, call SAC Fitzpatrick. Let her have the feathers for her cap.”

			“Copy that,” Mo replies. 

			“I want you and Lucas to head down to Big D and question them,” I say. “Astra and I have a bit of a rapport with Peter Hinman already—”

			“He’d sure like to have a rapport with you,” Astra cracks.

			I laugh softly to myself but press on. “We have a bit of a rapport with him,” I repeat. “I’d like to put the screws to the guy and watch him squirm.”

			Astra grins at me mischievously. “He’d sure like to—” 

			“Stop right there. Do not finish that statement,” I say.

			“Boo. You’re no fun,” she replies.

			“Okay, we’ve all got our assignments. Let’s get out there and pound the pavement. Let’s get to it, and as always, watch each other’s backs out there,” I say. 
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			Hinman Construction Company; Grimley, TX

			“I’m sorry, but Mr. Hinman is in a meeting right now and can’t be disturbed.”

			His assistant sits behind her desk, her back ramrod straight, her hands folded primly on the desk in front of her, and a smug smirk upon her lips. She’s a middle-aged woman with hair that’s dyed fire engine red, wears entirely too much makeup, and seems to genuinely enjoy lording the little bit of power she’s been granted over people. It’s easy to see that Mabel, as her nameplate says, loves being the gatekeeper. The one who says whether you can or can’t get in to see Peter Hinman. 

			Yeah, that doesn’t work for me. 

			“Thanks, Mabel. We’ll see ourselves in,” I say and march straight past her desk. 

			As Astra and I walk by, Mable stands up so quickly, her chair rolls back and crashes into the credenza behind her desk. She lets out a garbled cry, seemingly unable to form words coherently. I’m going to guess that nobody has ever so brazenly challenged her authority as the gatekeeper.

			“You can’t go in there,” she manages once she finally finds her voice. “Mr. Hinman is in a meeting. A very important meeting.” 

			I throw open the door to Hinman’s office and step inside as it bangs into the wall behind me. Hinman is hunched over his desk snorting up a fat line of cocaine. The straw is still stuck in his nose when he sits up, his eyes wide and a startled expression etched into his face. I gesture to the straw hanging out of his nose.

			“You’ve got a little something on your face,” I say. 

			As Hinman fumbles with the straw and tries to subtly pull it out of his nose and drop it to the ground, Mabel pushes past us and throws a newspaper over the thick line of white powder still sitting on the desk. A cloud of white dust shoots out from beneath it, making her groan. She seems to realize what she’s done belatedly and steps back, her eyes darting between her boss and us, clearly not sure who to be more afraid of in this scenario.

			“So,” Astra starts as she claps her hands together, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “How are we doing today?”

			“I—I tried to stop them, sir. But they just barged right past me,” Mabel pleads. 

			Hinman looks at her, his face blank and his eyes tinged with panic. He opens his mouth to reply but no words come out, so he closes it again and looks down at the ground. 

			“Mabel, we need to have a few words with Mr. Hinman,” I say. “Would you mind giving us the room, please?” 

			Hinman looks at her like he doesn’t want her to leave. But one glance from Astra is enough to send the woman scurrying out the door, slamming it shut behind her. We drop into the wide, plush chairs that sit in front of his desk. I cross my legs and fold my hands in my lap, my eyes never leaving Hinman’s. Looking terrified and defeated, he slumps back into his chair. He runs a hand across his face. We let the silence in the air linger a bit longer, increasing the tension that’s building. The more pressure we apply, the more likely he is to crack. 

			So, I take a moment to look around and soak in our surroundings. His office is nice. All his furnishings are done in cherry wood and look handmade. His desk is enormous, and he looks like a child sitting behind it. The credenza behind him holds a number of plaques and awards, as do the bookcases that flank it. There are framed photos of Hinman with an older man, whom I presume to be his father, on the wall behind him. There are also pictures of him with other celebrities and professional athletes, along with his diplomas, on the wall. 

			I turn my eyes to him, ratcheting up that pressure a little bit more. He’s wearing a mauve-colored shirt beneath a dark gray vest with a metallic purple tie. His shirt sleeves are rolled up, and his jacket is on a hanger on a rack against the wall to our left. 

			“So, Mr. Hinman,” I start. “We have a problem.”

			“Two problems. That is if you’re counting all the coke on his desk,” Astra adds. 

			“She’s right. Two problems. Two very big problems.” 

			“Wh—what do you want?” he asks. 

			“We want to know who covered up the missing RDX for you, Mr. Hinman,” Astra says.

			His eyes widen, but it’s not in surprise. He knows exactly what Astra means, and I can see him already trying to come up with some way to wiggle out of the responsibility for it. 

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

			“That’s the best you can come up with? Really?” Astra asks. 

			“Let’s try this again, Mr. Hinman,” I say. “There is a discrepancy in your inventory of RDX. Now, as you know, that’s tightly regulated by the ATF, and accurate reporting of inventory is mandatory to maintain your demo licensing. I just so happen to have the SAC of the Dallas FO on speed dial. Now, unless—”

			“That’s a whole lot of acronyms,” he replies with a nervous chuckle. 

			Hinman sits up in his seat and runs a hand through his hair. He’s doing his best to recover that arrogant swagger he had when he first introduced himself to us, but so far, he’s just not able to get there. We’ve got him pants down over a barrel, and he knows it. The only question left is, how is he going to play this? 

			“Mr. Hinman, we can prove that you’ve had five pounds of RDX go missing over the last three months,” I press. “We also know that RDX was one of the components in the device that brought down Mr. Rosen’s building.”

			“See where the breadcrumbs are leading you?” Astra asks. 

			“You—you can’t think I had something to do with that bomb,” he gasps. 

			Astra leans forward and pins him to his chair with her icy gaze. Hinman is trying to play it cool and act completely disaffected, but I see the pink tip of his tongue flicker out and lick his lips nervously. He also can’t quite hide the subtle tremble in his hands. And now it’s obvious that the hit of cocaine he took is starting to take effect, just making him that much more jittery.

			“Here’s what we know for certain—and can prove in court,” she says, emphasizing the idea of him going to trial. “Five pounds of RDX has gone missing from your stock. You not only failed to report it; you covered it up. And now a bomb using RDX as one of its components has brought down an entire building and killed two people.”

			He shifts in his seat, clearly on pins and needles. I can only imagine the tightness in his gut and groin right now as he runs down the list of potential charges in his mind. He’s on tenterhooks with anxiety; now it’s time to push him over the edge and into a full-blown panic. 

			“We’re going to have the RDX you have in stock tested, Mr. Hinman,” I tell him. “And if we find out the chemical compounds match the compounds used in the bomb, it’s game over.” 

			“Look, I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong—”  

			“We’ll charge you with the deaths of those two men. Murder, Mr. Hinman,” I press. “But what’s worse for you is that I will also push to have you charged with domestic terrorism.”

			“Terrorism? I’m not a terrorist—” 

			“Mr. Hinman, when we start drilling down and digging into your life—and I mean really digging into your life—what do you think we’re going to find?” I cut him off. “What sort of unsavory groups do you belong to? What sort of shady people do you run with? Nationalist militias maybe? Violent extremist groups on government watch lists?”

			“I don’t associate with shady people or belong to any unsavory groups,” he snaps, his voice high and nasally. 

			“I’m betting you belong to one of those violent, extremist nationalist militia groups,” Astra says. “Not to generalize, but you do fit the profile of the typical member.”

			“I don’t!” he cries. “I don’t belong to any groups.” 

			Beads of sweat dot his forehead, his breathing is rapid, and the veins in his neck have started to bulge as his pulse races wildly. No doubt the cocaine is making it worse too. He looks like he’s in that panicked zone we want him in where he’s simply reacting to us and not thinking things through. Time to twist the knife just a little bit deeper.

			“Do you want to go to prison for the rest of your life, Mr. Hinman?” I ask. 

			“You do know where they hold terrorists, don’t you?” Astra presses. “One of the federal supermax prisons. And let me tell you, those are not nice places to be.” 

			“There’s always Guantanamo,” I offer. “I hear it’s nice this time of year.” 

			Astra cringes. “Even worse. But no more than terrorists deserve, I suppose.”

			The dam finally cracks, and he slumps forward. Hinman’s eyes shimmer with tears, and he shakes his head as an expression of misery crosses his face. 

			“I’m not a terrorist. I didn’t take the RDX!” he cries. 

			“Then who did?” I round on him.

			“I—I don’t know,” he admits. “We just found that somebody had taken five pounds of it two months ago. I know how tightly it’s regulated and that we’d be facing major sanctions if the ATF found out—”

			“You’d probably lose your demo license,” Astra cuts in.

			“Right. Exactly. Between that and the massive amount in fines we’d incur—it would ruin my company—the company my father built from the ground up. I couldn’t let that happen. We’ve been struggling as it is in this economy,” he tells us. “So, when we started getting exclusive contracts for the revitalization and expansion of Grimley, I couldn’t risk losing that. We’re talking millions of dollars. Tens of millions.” 

			“So, you covered it up,” I say. “Or tried to.” 

			He slumps back in his seat, completely wrung out. Hinman says nothing for a long moment, he just looks away as if he’s watching his future drift away like a puff of smoke on a stiff breeze. He finally turns his eyes, dull and lifeless, back to us and nods.

			“Yeah,” he says. “I covered it up.” 

			“We don’t need to tell you that you’re in a whole world of crap, do we, Mr. Hinman?” Astra says. “Between the coke on your desk and the missing RDX, you are looking at some very serious prison time.” 

			He sniffs loudly as the tears start to stream down his cheeks. His expression darkens, and he scrubs his face with his hands as I watch him struggle to control his emotions. 

			“Please,” he whispers. “I have a family.”

			“You should have thought about that before you started puttin’ that crap up your nose and covering up stolen explosives,” Astra growls. 

			I give him a minute to absorb Astra’s words—a minute to further assess the hole he’s dug for himself. His features twist and contort as his fear and misery continue compounding by the second as that hole only gets deeper and deeper for him. And now that we’ve given him plenty of the stick, it’s time to offer him a little carrot to make cooperating with us more enticing. 

			“Listen to me, Mr. Hinman,” I begin. “You’re up a creek without a paddle, and you know it. But I can see a benefit for you if you’re willing to work with us. You give us the information we want, and we might just be able to forget we saw anything about your little nose candy habit.”

			“If you won’t though, we’re going to nail you to the wall for every little thing we can find. We’ll push for the max sentence on everything,” Astra adds, swooping in to squeeze him harder. “And if you’re really lucky, you’ll be getting out of prison just in time to see your kids cashing their first Social Security checks.” 

			Hinman’s eyes dart left, then right, seeming to be searching for a way out. We need him to cooperate voluntarily to save all the time it would take to dot all the I’s and cross all the T’s necessary to get warrants and do things by the book. The realization that we have him penned in good and tight finally sinks in, though, and he looks down. His shoulders slump, and Hinman seems to visibly deflate right before our very eyes. 

			“Tell me what you need,” he grumbles, his tone defeated. 
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			FBI Mobile Command Center; Grimley, TX

			The sky is cast in blazing hues of orange and red as the sun slips toward the horizon. The parking lot of the strip mall around us is buzzing with activity as the FBI SWAT team gears up and gets ready to move. We’d gotten a call from an LEO a couple of hours ago telling us they’d spotted the F-150 we had the BOLO out on and that it’s currently parked in the driveway of a house tucked into the middle of a quiet residential street.

			Grimley PD had a plainclothes team drop an anchor on the street to keep an eye on the situation and let us know if our target is on the move. So far, we’ve had no word from them, which means our guy is still in the house. With civilians everywhere, it’s never ideal to have this sort of confrontation in the middle of a residential area, but we have to play the cards we’re dealt. Our guy is in that house, so into that house we go. 

			A block away from the target house, my team and I are standing in the command tent with Captain Jerome O’Neal, commander of the Dallas FO’s SWAT team, and his lieutenant, Dan Pershing. O’Neal is a large man—easily six-two or three and seemingly just as wide. The man looks like he should be a starting middle linebacker. His goatee is dark and shot through with gray, he doesn’t have a strand of hair atop his ebony head, and his eyes are unsettlingly direct and piercing. If the word intimidation took on a human form, it would be Jerome O’Neal. 

			His partner in crime, Lt. Pershing, is a carbon copy of O’Neal. Like, an exact replica. The only difference between them is that Pershing is white. Looking at the two of them is like looking at a living photograph and its negative. 

			“We have teams in the alley behind the house that will breach at the same time we’re making entry from the front,” O’Neal says.

			On the table in front of us is the printed layout of the target house and the neighborhood around it. O’Neal has a telescoping pointer with a red tip and is using it to indicate where the teams are being stationed. 

			“Collapsing from both sides simultaneously will allow us to contain the threat by not leaving him anywhere to go,” Pershing adds. 

			Jesus. They even sound alike. They’re both efficient, and when they speak, it’s in a clipped, curt, “just the facts, ma’am,” manner. I clock the rings on their fingers and can’t help but wonder if they speak to their wives in the same way.

			“What about the sides of the house? He could, in theory, make a break for it through a side door, couldn’t he?” Mo asks.

			“We’ll have rover agents positioned on the east and west sides of the dwelling,” Pershing replies. “He won’t be able to slip the snare. Not even in theory.”

			“You sound pretty sure of yourself,” Astra says.

			“We’re very good at what we do, Agent Russo.”

			“I have zero doubt,” she nods. 

			“It’s imperative that you and your team stay back until we have swept and cleared the dwelling,” O’Neal tells us. “We don’t want anybody to get hurt.”

			“I appreciate that, Captain, but we’re very capable of clearing a house and looking for a suspect. This isn’t our first rodeo,” I tell him. “And we, too, are very good at what we do.” 

			O’Neal cracks a small smile. “I have zero doubt,” he replies. “But this is our sandbox, so it’s our rules. Y’all are just tourists down here. So, until we give the all-clear, you and your team will stay out at the rally point. Respectfully.”

			“Your sandbox, your rules, Captain,” I relent. 

			“Thank you, Chief Wilder. Once the dwelling is clear, we’ll have mobile command roll up so we can get the scene processed. Are there any questions?” 

			There aren’t, so O’Neal gives us a nod. “We’re on the move then. We’ll be on comms.”

			“Good luck in there, Captain,” I say.

			“Thank you.” 

			We watch as O’Neal walks over and briefs his men, and a moment later, they’re all climbing onto the running boards of the SWAT SUVs as they pull out of the parking lot. Mo, Lucas, Astra, and I are huddled around the table, listening to the SWAT team as they get into position. The tension in the command tent is thick, and every muscle in my body is taut as I listen. 

			“We should be in there,” Astra mutters, and before I can say anything, she waves me off. “I know, I know. Their sandbox, their rules.” 

			She’s frustrated, and I can’t say I don’t understand it or can’t relate to it. I’m not used to having to sit on the sidelines and wait for somebody to tell me when it’s safe for us to come in. We’ve always prided ourselves on being willing to get our hands dirty. I prefer being in the thick of the action—as does every member of my team. But we also always go out of our way to avoid stepping on anybody’s toes, and if Rosie gave the order for us to sit it out and wait for the all-clear, then that’s what we’re going to do.

			Time slows to a crawl as I listen to the comms crackling in my ear. My teeth gritted, I fold my arms over my chest and pace back and forth behind the table. Every instinct in my body is screaming at me to get over there and breach with the SWAT team. 

			“Alpha team in position,” O’Neal’s voice sounds in my ear.

			“Bravo team in position,” Pershing replies. 

			“No movement detected in the front of the house,” O’Neal reports, his voice low and gruff. “Nothing on infrared.”

			“No movement in the rear,” Pershing responds. “And we’ve got nothing on IR back here.”

			The fact that they’re not picking up any heat signatures inside the house is worrisome. It makes me think our bad guy slipped out and got away before we got set up for the raid. Or maybe he was gone before the LEOs spotted the truck and dropped an anchor.

			“On my go, we breach,” O’Neal says.  

			“Copy that,” Pershing responds. 

			“We go in three, two, one… breach!” 

			In my earpiece, I hear the sound of glass crashing and shouting voices as both SWAT teams make entry. A moment later, I hear the voices of the men calling out as they sweep the house, making sure to clear all the rooms. The more times I hear “clear” shouted through the comms, the more the knot in my stomach tightens. We missed him. Our bomber isn’t there. 

			“Dammit,” I mutter. 

			“Chief Wilder,” O’Neal’s voice comes over the comm. 

			“Go for Wilder,” I reply. 

			“House is clear. Doesn’t look like your bad guy is here, but we do have a body,” he says. “And you’re going to want to see this, Chief.” 

			“How do you know it’s not our guy, Captain?” I ask.

			“Just… you’ll understand when you see,” he replies. 

			“We’re on our way,” I say. 

			I exchange looks with my team. That would certainly explain the lack of heat signatures inside the house. But it doesn’t explain how a body turned up in there.

			“Did the deal go bad?” Astra asks. “Did Chaos kill Petbe?” 

			“Or vice versa?” Mo offers.

			“Not sure. Only one way we’re going to find out though,” I say, then key open my mic. “Copy that, Captain. We’re on our way.” 

			Lucas already has the SUV running when we dash out of the tent and jump in. He covers the three blocks from the command outpost to the target house quickly, and we’re climbing out almost before he’s got the SUV stopped. I lead my team at a brisk walk across the lawn and into the house. O’Neal and Pershing are standing over a figure lying on the floor in the dining room, already taking photos for evidence; they look up as we walk in and take positions beside them. 

			The body on the ground is a man who looks to be in his early thirties. His blue eyes and mouth are both wide open, and the man’s face is frozen in a rictus of pain. There is a clean slice that stretches across his neck, running from ear to ear, and there’s a pool of blood on the ground beneath him. The blood is dark and tacky, telling me he’s been dead for a good few hours at least. 

			“He was killed before the LEOs ever set up on the house,” I mutter.

			“Looks like it,” O’Neal says. 

			Pershing hands me a plastic evidence bag that contains the man’s wallet. “Driver’s license says his name is Anthony Harvin.” 

			“This isn’t what I wanted you to see though,” O’Neal tells me. “Look over here.” 

			O’Neal points to a wall behind us, and for a moment, it feels like all the air has been sucked out of the room. 

			“Is that what I think it is?” Mo asks.

			“Sure looks like it,” Astra replies. “A bit dramatic, though, don’t you think?” 

			“A bit?” Lucas asks. 

			Thick crimson rivulets run like teardrops, adding to the eeriness of the message that had been scrawled onto the blank white wall. 

			“Blood wouldn’t be my first choice in ink,” Astra remarks. “It does make a statement though.”

			“Yeah, that it does,” Pershing adds.

			“We should forgive our enemies, but not before they are hanged,” O’Neal recites the quote out loud. “What in the hell does that even mean?” 

			“It’s a quote from an eighteenth-century German poet named Heinrich Heine,” I respond. “Our killer is telling us why he’s doing this.”

			“Why?” O’Neal asks. 

			“He’s been wronged,” I say. “And this is his act of vengeance.” 

			“Killing Harvin?” Pershing asks.

			I shake my head. “Harvin is collateral damage. There’s something bigger going on here. And it all starts with our man feeling like he’s been wronged.” 

			“Get out of the house!” 

			The voice is so thick with panic, it sends a torrent of adrenaline flowing through my veins. We all stand there, still as statues for a moment, looking at one another. But then one of the SWAT team comes sprinting out of the back rooms.

			“There’s a bomb back there,” he screams as he sprints by us. “We’ve got thirty seconds to clear out! Get out! Get out now!”

			The raw fear and panic in his voice break the paralysis, and as one, the six of us turn and dash out of the house as fast as our legs will take us, shouting for everybody to get back and to take cover. I dive behind the SUV we arrived in, wincing as my knees and elbows scrape the asphalt. And for a moment, it seems like we’ve been dropped into a vacuum. The air around me is heavy, but everything is perfectly still. Perfectly silent. 

			And then all hell breaks loose. 
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			Residence of Anthony Harvin; Grimley, TX

			My ears are ringing, my vision wavers, and when I get to my feet, my legs are wobbling so much they nearly give out under me. Waves of nausea roll over me, and it’s a struggle to keep from throwing up right there in the street. The stinging in my cheek makes me wince, and when I put my fingers to it, they come away red and slick with my blood. All around me, people are lying on the street, some of them still, some of them writhing and groaning in pain. 

			The hand that falls on my shoulder makes me flinch and pull away. When I spin around, I’m hit by a nasty wave of vertigo but somehow manage to keep my feet and find myself looking into Astra’s face. Her hair is disheveled, and she’s got a scrape on her chin that’s spilling blood down the front of her cream-colored blouse. 

			“Are you all right?” I ask her. 

			“I’m in one piece,” she replies. 

			Lucas and Mo limp over to us, both of them looking disheveled but with only minor cuts and scrapes I can see. 

			“You two okay?” I ask.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” Lucas says. 

			“I’ll live,” Mo answers. 

			O’Neal and Pershing and the rest of their men are getting to their feet. They check in with each other as they dust themselves off, all of them looking as rattled as I feel. The force of the blast blew the windows out of the cars as well as the houses in the immediate radius of Harvin’s home. The house itself had been reduced to a flaming pile of rubble, sending a thick, dark column of smoke up into the sky.

			The houses to the left and right of Harvin’s home had also sustained major damage. Flames and smoke rising from the blown-out houses only make the street look more like a warzone. 

			“Captain O’Neal, are you and your men all right?” I call.

			He frowns. “One of my men was still inside when the place went up.” 

			“I’m sorry, Captain,” I respond. “I’m very sorry for your loss.” 

			He gives me a stiff nod then turns and walks away, gathering his men around him. The wail of the sirens draws closer, and all around us, people are stepping out of their houses, their expressions stricken. As they stare at the ruins of their neighbor’s house, they look shaken, scanning the fire and smoke in disbelief. It’s hard to blame them for that. One minute, they were living a peaceful, quiet life in an idyllic neighborhood, and the next, they’re wandering around a bombed-out landscape that looks like something straight out of Iraq. 

			Fire trucks and police cars roll in, flooding the street with emergency personnel who add to the chaos all around us. As the local cops form a barrier to keep all the neighbors back, I try to get my wits about me again and give myself another moment to clear my head. 

			“Why in the hell would he murder Harvin and then blow up the house?” Astra wonders. 

			“My guess is to cover his tracks,” Mo speculates. “Maybe Harvin figured out who he was and what he was doing, so our guy had no choice but to kill him.” 

			“And he blew up the house to destroy any potential evidence,” Lucas offers. 

			“It could be all that. But part of me thinks this was purposeful. Calculated,” I respond.

			“What do you mean?” Mo asks.

			“That message wasn’t for Harvin. It was for us. I think maybe he killed Harvin and blew up the house to create more confusion,” I tell them. “The more resources we have to devote to this, the fewer there are chasing him. Harvin was collateral damage with a purpose.” 

			“Clever,” Mo says. 

			“Devious,” Astra corrects. “And evil as hell.” 

			“All of the above,” I state. “But we have the advantage of having looser reins and not needing to get bogged down in all this.” 

			“Okay, so what do you have in mind?” Lucas asks. 

			“Our bomber had to have gotten out of here somehow, right?” I point out. “And since he left his truck here, and I don’t see another car in the driveway or the wreckage of the garage, I think it’s safe to assume he took Harvin’s car.” 

			“That might be why the LEOs didn’t spot him. They were focused on the truck,” Astra muses.

			“Right.” 

			“All right, so we need to find out what Harvin was driving,” Lucas says. “Do you want me to put a call into Rick and Nina?” 

			“Not yet. I’ve got them pretty bogged down with stuff right now. Let’s focus on what we have at hand and start canvassing the neighbors,” I reply. “Let’s talk to people who knew Harvin and can tell us not just what he drives but how our suspect came to be at his house. Right now, for all we know, Harvin himself might be involved with all this in some way. So, let’s get as much information as we can and see what we have after that. Spread out and let’s get to work.” 

			We all move off in different directions and start questioning the neighbors who’ve gathered on the street behind the police lines. I catch sight of Astra and Mo knocking on doors and Lucas moving through the crowd that’s milling about. In this day and age, it’s common for neighbors to live side by side for years and not know the first thing about one another. I’ve been hoping that a small Texas town might be different, but of the half dozen people I’ve spoken with already, that’s proving to not be the case. 

			I see a man standing off to the side by himself, his face splotchy and his eyes red as if he’s been crying, and make my way over to him. He seems to be taking this more personally than he should. He’s a couple of inches shorter than my five-nine frame and is a bit on the heavier side. He’s got a thick and wild thatch of dark hair atop his head, his dark eyes seemingly larger than normal behind the coke bottle lenses of his black-rimmed glasses.  

			“Good afternoon. I’m Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I start. “And you are?” 

			“Mickey,” he says and sniffs loudly. “Mickey Bryant.” 

			“You seem pretty shaken up, Mickey. Did you know Anthony Harvin?” 

			He nods and scrubs his face with a hand. “Yeah. He and I were friends. Me and Tony hung out a lot. Spent more hours at his place playing Call of Duty together than I can even count,” he says. “I just… I can’t believe something like this happened. I didn’t want to believe it—refused to believe it at first. But then I saw them wheeling his body out.” 

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” I say. 

			“I just can’t believe it,” he mutters. “Do you know who did it?” 

			“That’s what we’re trying to find out, Mickey,” I tell him. “What can you tell me about the man who drove the F-150 that was sitting in the driveway?” 

			He shakes his head. “Not much, honestly.”

			“Well, how did he end up being at Anthony’s place? Do you know?” 

			“Tony used to rent out the spare rooms in his house. Ever since his wife left him, Tony had to scrape up extra cash where he could. So, he rented out the rooms. Almost like an Airbnb,” he goes on. “Anyway, that big fella rented out one of the rooms a couple of weeks ago. He was quiet. Kept to himself. Said he was in town on business.” 

			“I see. Well, can you describe the man for me?” 

			“Sure. He was a big fella. Six-two maybe? Bald and had these icy blue eyes that were kind of creepy. The man was fit. Seemed like he worked out a lot,” he tells me. “Real cold though. Really kept his distance. He wasn’t at Tony’s a lot, but when he was, he kept to his room.” 

			“Did you happen to get the man’s name?” I ask. 

			“Said his name was Evers… Colt Evers, I think,” he replies. “I only know that on account of Tony telling me that. I never spoke to the man directly myself.”

			“And you didn’t have any idea what sort of business he was in town on?” 

			“Nah. But I got a bad vibe off the guy from the start,” he says. “I told Tony he needs to be more careful about screenin’ who stays in his place. But he needed the money, so… looks like it finally caught up with him.” 

			I look around at the crowd still milling about, letting Mickey’s words rattle around in my mind for a minute. I don’t know why, but I’m increasingly convinced that this Colt Evers character is Petbe, rather than the ghost known as Chaos. It’s just a gut feeling, but I’m sure that I’m right. 

			“Mr. Bryant, we think that the man who killed Mr. Harvin took his car. We think he might have gotten tipped to the fact that we were looking for his truck and needed clean wheels,” I tell him. “Can you tell me what kind of car Mr. Harvin drove?” 

			“Yeah, sure. It was a 2020 Prius,” he says. “Black. License plate number RML-235.” 

			“That’s terrific. That will help us a lot,” I say.

			He sniffs loudly. “I hope so. I hope it helps you nail the bastard who murdered my friend.” 

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

			I say goodbye and then collect the rest of my team. After filling them in on what Bryant told me, I ask Mo and Lucas to stay on-site and liaise with Fitzpatrick. After that, Astra and I walk back to the SUV and climb in, then head back to the war room. That feeling of momentum fills my belly once more, and I feel like I’m being pulled along, hopeful we’re heading in the right direction.   
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			Conference Room 322, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“We heard about the explosion,” Rick says when we walk through the door and into the war room. “Are you guys all right? What in the hell happened?” 

			“Where are Lucas and Mo?” Nina asks, her tone colored with worry.

			“They’re fine,” Astra says. “They stayed at the site to liaise with Fitzpatrick and the ATF.”

			“But they’re okay. Right?” she presses.

			“Like us, they’ve got a few bumps and bruises,” I tell her, “but we’re all okay.”

			Nina’s face softens, and she lets out a long breath as she visibly relaxes, slumping back into her seat with relief etched into her features.

			“Those cuts and scrapes you’ve all got on your faces look like more than just bumps and bruises,” Rick notes. “You should get those checked out.”

			“We will,” I reply. “Right now, we’ve got work to do.” 

			Before coming back to the FO and getting to work, I gave everybody the option of swinging by the hospital to get checked out. Everything seems superficial, but you just never know. Nobody took me up on the offer. Everybody is so riled up about nearly being taken out, they preferred getting back to the war room and getting back to work. I love that about them.

			“Okay, what is with that quote? Revenge or… hell, what was it again?” Astra asks. “I was too caught up in the fact that it had been written in our vic’s blood and didn’t quite hear your explanation to the guys.”

			“We should forgive our enemies, but not before they are hanged,” I recite the quote. 

			“It was written in blood?” Nina asks. “The victim’s blood?” 

			“It was,” Astra confirms. “On the wall.”

			“Okay, that’s twisted,” Rick says.

			“We didn’t have time to get pictures before the house blew, or I would have brought them back for you. It looked like something straight out of a horror movie,” Astra says.

			“I would have killed to see those,” Nina says. 

			“What does it mean though?” Astra presses. 

			One of the reasons I wanted to come back to the war room is because I want to take some time to catch my breath. Once Lucas and Mo are done out at the site, I’m going to order them back to the hotel and away from the war room for at least eight hours. What we went through out there is no joke. We were lucky, and though we may not bear many physical scars, narrowly cheating death can have a lasting mental and emotional impact. That’s one reason I’m going to require they all do a little therapy when we get back to Seattle. 

			I haven’t dropped that on them yet. I’m waiting to tell them until we get back simply because I don’t want them getting distracted or caught up in coming up with reasons they don’t need to see a therapist while we’re trying to catch a bomber. I just want to make sure they’re okay and are coping with what happened in the right way. 

			“As for the quote itself, as I said to O’Neal and Pershing, our guy feels like he’s been wronged somehow,” I tell them. “He’s seeking revenge for something.”

			“That tracks with his username Petbe, doesn’t it?” Astra asks. “The god of vengeance.”

			I nod. “It does. So that narrows our profile a bit. It makes me think that our hunch of Chaos merely selling the bombs is right, and now we need to focus on the buyer. We’re not looking for someone looking to make a social or political statement. We’re not looking for a terrorist trying to cause chaos and destruction. What he’s looking for is retribution. He’s trying to punish those he believes have done him wrong. Mission-oriented killers are usually tougher to catch because we’ll never be able to find them tied to any specific group. Their names won’t necessarily appear on any membership lists. They’re an army of one, and the only way to find and stop them is to figure out how they’ve been wronged.”

			“Talk about looking for a needle in a stack of needles,” Nina mutters. 

			“That seems to be the running theme in his case,” Astra says. “I think finding Chaos’s true identity is going to be easier.” 

			“Great,” Rick moans. “And how are we supposed to go about figuring out which of those needles is the right one?” 

			“We get digging,” Astra shrugs. “Fun for the whole family.”

			“I can’t believe the guy blew up the damn house,” Rick says. 

			“It’s a smart move if you think about it,” I say. “It draws all the local resources away from where he is. It pulls attention away from him—at least for a little while—as they sort through everything at the bombing site.”

			“So, are we thinking this is one of the bombs that Chaos made?” Astra asks.

			“Hard to say. We won’t know for certain until we get a chemical composition of the device used at Harvin’s place,” I say. “My gut tells me it’s not though. It was a pretty good blast, but the device used didn’t seem big enough. Chaos is building bombs that can bring down high rises. This one was big enough to level a house, but I don’t think it was big enough that it could have taken out an office building. My instinct tells me this was a homemade pipe bomb kind of deal.” 

			“We should probably confirm that with Briar. I mean, I assume she’ll have her people out there,” Astra says.

			“Probably a safe bet,” I reply. “I’ll shoot her a text message and see where she’s at.” 

			“Speaking of Chaos,” Rick starts. “I kept digging and finally found phone numbers attached to his and Petbe’s message board accounts. They’re burners, predictably.”

			“Way to bury the lede, guys,” I say. “Why didn’t you start with that?”

			“Because we were worried about you all almost getting blown up.”

			“Traceable?” Astra asks.

			“Unfortunately not. They’ve also disabled the GPS in the phones, so we can’t track them that way either,” he tells us. “And for a final kick to the sensitive bits, they’re communicating through a secure, encrypted chat program. It’s kind of like WhatsApp on steroids.”

			I close my eyes and cross my fingers. “Please tell me you were able to crack it.” 

			“Of course, I did,” he grins. “I am a certifiable genius after all.” 

			“Yeah, he didn’t do it alone,” Nina chimes in. 

			“I’m not too petty to admit that Nina played a small but important role in being able to crack the encryption,” Rick says with a chuckle. 

			“Good work. Gold stars and warm cookies for both of you,” I say. “Now, can we cut to the chase? What did their messages say?” 

			Rick chuckles. “They’re purposely vague. It’s like they’re so paranoid that somebody will crack the app, they speak in some sort of code or ambiguous generalities.” 

			“Well, in all fairness, you did crack the app,” Astra points out. 

			“Yeah, can’t say their precautions weren’t valid,” Nina admits.

			“Anyway, it sounds like the two have reached a deal on half a dozen devices,” Rick says. 

			“Yeah, you buried the lede, Rick. Big time,” Astra tells him. 

			Hearing that the bombs may already be in play sends a bright, hot light rushing through me. I get to my feet and fold my arms over my chest then begin pacing around the room, letting my mind work on the problem. 

			“Sorry, guys,” he says. “If it helps, though, they don’t give a specific time and location for the meet. I’m sure it’s here in this slew of texts, but there’s so much of it in code that it’s going to take some time for us to crack it.”

			“And we don’t have a lot of time,” I say, still pacing. “There has to be another way to figure out where they are or where they’re going to be.”

			The room falls silent as I walk back and forth, all of us trying to figure out how to figure out how to track these guys down. It’s troubling that they’re so slick, not even Rick and Nina can find them. If the deal is being made and the bombs are about to be in play, we’ve got a major problem on our hands. We need answers… and we need them now.

			With the twin threads of desperation and fear wrapping themselves around my heart and squeezing, the answer comes to me. And when it does, I want to physically beat myself silly. The answer has been right there all along. It’s been so obvious and in my face that the fact that I’m only just now thinking of it makes my face flush with the heat of humiliation. 

			“The car,” I say.

			“What’s that?” Rick asks. 

			“The car. A 2020 Prius,” I say. “Those come equipped with GPS as a standard feature, don’t they? Or something like OnStar?” 

			Rick nods. “In most cases, yeah.”

			“Our guy stole Harvin’s Prius,” I say. “We’ve got to track it and see where it is.” 

			“Do you have the plate number?” 

			I repeat the plate number Harvin’s friend gave me. Rick bangs away at his keys, inputting all the information to get a trace on the car. Intellectually, I know this is a quick process, but the seconds drag by, making it feel interminably long.

			“Okay, the car’s main GPS has been disabled,” Rick reports.

			His words feel like a kick to the gut. “Damn.” 

			“Hold on. Harvin has OnStar, and the GPS tracking on that unit was not disabled,” Nina tells us. “Give me a minute. I’m hacking into it and should have its location soon.” 

			Her words reignite the flames of hope burning within me. Gritting my teeth, I keep pacing, listening to the clack of her computer keys as she works, doing my best to stay on an even keel. I know, though, if Nina’s not able to pull up a location, we’re screwed. We won’t have another way to track our mysterious buyer. Or Chaos. The only way we’ll get a fix on them is when the next bomb goes off and brings a building down. 

			“I’ve got it!” she says triumphantly. “I’ve got it.” 

			Hope and excitement flood my veins as the monitors on the wall at the front of the room flare to life. A satellite view of a group of buildings appears on the screen, and I stop pacing. My arms still crossed over my chest, I stare at the images.

			“Where is that?” I ask.

			“It’s in a warehouse campus just northeast of here,” Nina says. “It’s remote, and half the buildings are vacant.”

			“Sounds like the perfect place to sell some bombs,” Astra says. 

			The image on the screens zooms in, and we get visual confirmation of the Prius. Harvin’s car is parked beside a dark van next to one of the warehouses that’s sitting off by itself on the far western side of the campus. 

			“How old is this image?” I ask. 

			“Ten minutes,” Nina replies. “There’s a ten-minute gap between images.” 

			“We need to get out there. Now,” I say. “Astra, call Rosie and have her send another SWAT team. Have them rendezvous on the eastern side of the campus. Tell them it’s an emergency, and they need to get out there five minutes ago.” 

			“On it,” she says and pulls out her phone.

			“Nina, Rick, keep an eye on those two cars,” I say. “If either of them moves, contact me immediately. We need to keep eyes on them.” 

			“Copy that, boss,” Nina says. 

			“Rick, call Mo and Lucas and have them meet us out there too.” 

			“Ten-four, boss,” he says.

			“And cut out the ‘boss’ thing. That’s new. Don’t like it,” I chide them.

			“Whatever you say, boss,” Rick fires back with a barely-stifled grin, but I’m already grabbing my things and heading out the door.

			“Astra, let’s roll!” 

			She’s still on the phone with Rosie as we head out of the war room and head for the motor pool. I’m trying to avoid getting too optimistic about this, knowing that Petbe and the German might both be gone by the time we get there. It’s the first real chance we’ve had to nail them, though, and I can’t help but let myself feel a little jacked up about the prospect. 

			“Even keel, Blake,” I mutter to myself. “Keep yourself on an even keel.” 

			“That’s good advice,” Astra says. “Still, keep your fingers crossed.” 

			“Trust me. I’ve got everything crossed.” 
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			Novak Warehouse Complex, Unit #314; Grimley, TX

			Technically speaking, the Novak Warehouse Complex isn’t in Grimley. It’s about five miles outside the city limits. But with the current rate of Grimley’s expansion, it’ll probably be back within city limits in a couple of years. It’s new construction and looks like it was built with an eye toward that future expansion.

			As of now, the complex is only about half-full of tenants, and the place is essentially a ghost town. There isn’t a lot of traffic, and we already managed to quietly evacuate those people who were on site. It’s such a sprawling complex that our rally point on the eastern side of campus can’t be seen on the western side where our targets are. 

			“Nina, talk to me,” I say into my comm. “How are we looking over there?” 

			“The Prius and the van are both still there,” she replies. 

			“Excellent. Don’t stop watching.”

			“Copy that.” 

			I turn to Captain O’Neal and Lieutenant Pershing, who are both standing under the mobile command tent. I’d been expecting another team when Astra called it in, knowing the Bureau brass is a stickler about giving the SWAT teams a full day off between deployments. 

			“I didn’t expect to see you two out here,” I say gently. “I thought the Bureau had a policy about teams taking part in multiple raids in a day. Especially after… after losing a team member.”

			“It’s a stupid policy,” O’Neal rumbles.

			“We lost a man earlier,” Pershing adds. “There’s no way in hell we’re sitting this one out.”

			“Fair enough,” I reply. “Glad to have you with us.” 

			“Give us the rundown, Chief. What are we dealing with here?” O’Neal asks. 

			I give the two men a quick briefing on what we’ve found and what we expect to find in that warehouse. As we’re talking, the bomb disposal unit rolls up and joins the conversation. The BDU commander, Captain Eli Walters, is about as tall as O’Neal and Pershing but looks like he weighs half as much. His face is long with features as sharp as his elbows. Walters has blazing red hair and a prominent, hooked nose that draws attention away from green eyes that are flat and dull. Not to be rude, but he’s got a dead-eyed look that reminds me of a serial killer.  

			“If there are six devices in there, I think we need to send the robot in first,” Walters says. 

			I shake my head. “We believe our two unsubs are in there, and I don’t want to tip them off that we’re out here.” 

			“So, surround the building,” Walters says. “Set up a tight net—”

			“Surprise is our best advantage,” I cut him off. “Besides, we can’t risk them setting off the bombs if they catch wind we’re out here.”

			Walters raises an eyebrow at me. “They’d detonate with themselves inside?” 

			“They might,” I say. “My mission-oriented killer in there profiles like somebody who might take himself out in a blaze of glory like that.” 

			“I think he’d be more likely to detonate if there were agents inside the building. That would be the blaze of glory you’re talking about,” Walters counters. “Kind of like at the house you people hit earlier today? He’s already killed one SWAT agent. Do you want to give him the chance to put a few more notches on his belt?” 

			I grit my teeth and ball my hands into fists so hard, my nails are digging into my palms. He may not have been my man, but the casual way that Walters refers to his death sends a charge of anger shooting through me. As if feeling the fury welling up within me, Astra subtly puts her hand on the small of my back and gives me a small nod, silently telling me to throttle it back. She’s right. I can’t afford to lose it right now. Not when the stakes are as high as they are.

			“I hate to say it Chief, but would it be a bad thing if they blew themselves up?” O’Neal asks. “Seems like it might be a slight measure of justice for Agent Green.” 

			“I agree. Seems to me like they’d be doing us a big favor,” Pershing adds, then casts a dark glower at Walters. “But if you ever disrespect the memory of our brother again, I will put you down, Captain. Consequences be damned, I will put you down.” 

			Walters turns those dead eyes on Pershing but gives him no reaction. The tension in the air is rising, and the last thing we can afford is to be fighting amongst ourselves when we’ve got bigger fish to fry right now. 

			“And what if our unsub has already planted other bombs?” I press, trying to redirect their attention back to the task at hand. “There’s a lot we don’t know yet—like whether he has already purchased and planted other devices. We let them blow themselves up, we aren’t going to find out, and we risk other bombs going off and more people being killed. Do you want to be responsible for that? Because I sure as hell don’t.”

			The three men shift on their feet and exchange glances, all of them seem to be coming around to my way of thinking. They’re not happy about it. I imagine both O’Neal and Pershing are hoping our bomber dies in this raid, either by his own hand—or by theirs. Walters, though, seems to be doing a risk analysis, trying to calculate how much of the blowback will land on him if he lets any other devices go off.

			The truth is, I have nothing to suggest since there are already devices in play. I have no reason to believe that our killer has already wired his targets to blow. It’s a Hail Mary. But I need the cooperation of these men, and if I have to shade the truth or throw out wild scenarios with no firm basis in reality, so be it. I’ll do what I have to do.

			“Fine,” Walters finally replies. “What is the plan?” 

			“The prints of the warehouses we’ve accessed have shown the only doors to the outside are on the north and south ends of the building. Each side has a roll-up door large enough to admit trucks and a standard, people-sized door as well,” I say. “Captain O’Neal, I want half of your team to breach from the north side. I’m going to send Agents Okamura and Weissman with you. Agent Russo and I will go in through the south side with Lieutenant Pershing.” 

			The two SWAT agents exchange an uneasy look, neither of them seeming to be particularly thrilled that we’re going to be breaching with them. Neither of them says no to the idea though. It’s a refreshing change of pace from just a few hours ago when they were in full control and were the ones barking the orders to us. I have to think it’s simply because we’re doing this on the fly, and they didn’t have the time or opportunity to sit down and plan out the raid themselves—although they did make us stipulate that we would be at the rear of the breach team. I agreed because I don’t care. I just want to get this done and get these bastards into cuffs. 

			“Captain Walters, I want two techs, one with each team, to check the doors for booby traps before we breach,” I tell him. “Other than that, I want you and your EOD techs to remain here until you get the all-clear from us.”  

			Walters pulls a face that clearly shows his disgust with everything happening right now. But to his credit, he signals his agreement. 

			“Copy that,” he says. 

			“Okay, good. Then let’s get into position,” I say.

			Our teams spread out and prepare to breach. Astra and I huddle behind a smaller outbuilding, and as we wait for confirmation, I take a moment to adjust my Kevlar vest. The rest of our team is checking their weapons, and the sense of anticipation is growing thick enough to choke on. A quick look into the hard faces and cold eyes of the men and women around us tells me these SWAT agents are desperately hoping for a chance to put a couple of bullets into the person responsible for the death of their teammate. 

			“Guys, I get the desire for vengeance. I get that you want to get a little payback,” I tell them, pitching my voice low. “But we need this guy taken alive. Please.” 

			Most of them grunt in what I take to be agreement while others don’t answer me at all. From their perspective, I’m not their commander so they don’t owe me anything. 

			“Listen up,” Pershing pipes up. “We all want to get one back for Greenie. But potentially putting other lives at risk to get that vengeance ain’t the way to do it, boys and girls. You are not to fire unless fired upon, and if they do open up on us, I am telling you to do your best to take him down with a non-lethal shot. Do not take him out if at all possible.” 

			“Yes, sir,” the squad says through obviously gritted teeth. 

			“Drone one reporting in,” comes the voice through my earpiece. 

			I raise my eyes to the sky and see the drone hovering above the warehouse. It slides to the left, then to the right. It was an afterthought O’Neal proposed before we broke our huddle to get into position. He wanted to put a drone up to get thermal readings inside the warehouse. He hoped that we’d not only pick up the heat signatures of both men, but the signatures of any potentially explosive devices inside the warehouse as well. 

			“What do you see, drone one?” O’Neal asks. 

			“I’m not seeing anything. No heat signatures are registering inside the warehouse at all, sir,” the drone operator says. 

			“How is that possible?” Pershing grunts. 

			A sick, queasy feeling ripples through my belly as I start to get the sinking feeling that we’re about to be punked the same way we’d been back at Harvin’s house.

			“We need to breach, Captain O’Neal,” I say. “We need to get in there now.” 

			“Copy that,” O’Neal replies. “Send the techs in to check the door for wires.” 

			The EOD tech in our group covers the distance between where we are and the door quickly. Beads of sweat roll down the middle of my back, making my shirt stick uncomfortably to my skin as we wait for the techs to give us the all clear. The air around us is thick with tension. Everybody is eager and ready to get into that warehouse. 

			“All clear. South side door is clean,” the tech’s voice comes through my earpiece.  

			“North side door clean,” the other tech says softly. “You’re all good to go.” 

			“Alpha team,” O’Neal says. “Breach. Go, go, go.” 

			“Okay guys, let’s hit it,” Pershing tells our group. “Breach.” 

			And all at once, the half dozen SWAT agents are in motion. They cover the open ground to the door, and in one fluid motion, one agent uses the portable ram to blow the door inward and the others pour in, lights on, weapons up, identifying themselves with a shout as we make entry. Light pours in through the open door on the opposite side of the building, and I hear more shouting voices a moment before I see O’Neal and his team dashing in. 

			The two groups converge in the middle of the largely empty warehouse, sweeping the area with the beams of light attached to the barrel of their weapons. As I turn in a circle and look around, it feels like a cement boulder drops into my stomach.

			“Dammit,” I growl. 

			O’Neal and Pershing walk over to where Astra and I are standing and take up spots beside us. We watch in silence as the agents flood the warehouse and search everywhere. Stacks of wooden crates line one wall, and I see some empty steel barrels beside the northern roll-up door. Agents swarm the small office on the western wall, but judging by their body language, they’re not turning up anything of value. 

			“Gone,” O’Neal says. “It’s like they knew we were coming.” 

			“Who in the hell are these guys?” Pershing grumbles. 

			I blow out a disgusted and frustrated breath, the anger flowing through me. Closing my eyes, I silently count to ten and try to keep my emotions in check. The last thing I need right now is to have a meltdown.

			“Open the roll-ups,” I order. “Let’s get a look at the place.” 

			O’Neal gives the order, and his agents walk over to do as he asks. The high-pitched squeal of the doors rolling up echoes around the warehouse, flooding it with bright, natural light. One of the agents who’d been searching the office steps over to us, her face pinched, her expression grim.

			“Captain, we’ve got a body,” she reports. 

			O’Neal looks at me. “I believe that belongs to you.” 

			“Indeed,” I say with a frustrated sigh. 

			Astra and I head over to the office, and I’m not sure what to expect. My gut is telling me we’re about to get our first look—anybody’s first look—at the man known as Chaos. We walk into the office, and sprawled out on the floor is the second man Mr. McKey had described to us in what’s already feeling like another lifetime. The body on the floor is in his mid-forties, average height, dark hair and eyes, pale skin, and a slight paunch around his middle—he’s got what the kids these days are calling the “dad bod.”

			He’s lying in a pool of his own blood, pouring from the two holes grouped tightly in his chest. The corpse’s eyes are open wide with that unseeing gaze I’ve come to know so well over the course of my career. His mouth is hanging open, his head is turned to the side, and a thin, crimson rivulet is dripping from the corner of his mouth that eventually disappears beneath the collar of his shirt.

			“I assume this is the man formerly known as Dieter Vogel,” Astra muses. 

			“I think that’s a pretty safe bet,” I say. “Double tap to the chest. Looks like it was done with a nine-millimeter.”

			Astra squats down next to the body, careful to keep her boots out of the blood pool. She looks down at the prone figure, studying the bullet holes closely. The holes in the salmon-colored, button-down shirt are framed by bright red spots and crimson teardrops flow from the wounds and stain his shirt.

			“What do you think?” I ask. 

			“I think that this man is a snappy dresser,” she says. “Designer slacks, nicely tailored shirt, authentic Bally loafers on his feet, and a Rolex on his wrist.”

			“So, I guess we can rule out a random robbery,” I note.

			“Yeah. I’d say we can rule that out,” she replies. “And I think you’re right—those look like nine-millimeter holes to me.” 

			I look around, frowning. “I don’t see any casings. The shooter must have policed his brass.”

			“The man is smart. He’s certainly been a couple of steps ahead of us.”

			“Don’t rub it in,” I say.

			“Chief Wilder?” O’Neal calls over as he leads into the office. “We’ve got something you’re probably going to want to see.” 

			Astra and I follow Captain O’Neal out into the warehouse. Lieutenant Pershing is standing alongside a couple of other men, and they’re all staring at the ground. We take a spot next to the line of agents and follow their gaze, and when I see what they’re looking at, I purse my lips. In the dust on the ground are six distinct impressions made by what had to have been round barrels. The sort of container one might use to build a high-powered explosive device. 

			“There are some tire tracks in the dust over there,” O’Neal says, pointing to a spot beyond the impressions in the dust. “We figure since their cars are still parked outside, that’s how they got out of here.”

			“Stands to reason,” Astra says.

			“We need to get a forensics team in here. ASAP,” I say. “I want a firm ID on that corpse and an analysis of anything they find in the warehouse.” 

			“We’re on it,” O’Neal says. 
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			Office of SAC Rosalinda Espinoza, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			After getting to the FO the following day, I went directly to Rosie’s office and patched SAC Fitzpatrick in on a conference call, briefing them both on what happened and what we’d found out at the warehouse complex the previous afternoon. The entire briefing took about half an hour, and when I was done, Rosie put in a few calls to expedite the evidence collection, analysis, and processing of the corpse. We need to know if that body belongs to Dieter Vogel or not. 

			“Sounds like you’ve been busy,” Briar says. 

			“I’m sure no busier than you, ma’am.” 

			“Your reputation is well deserved, Chief Wilder. You and your team are doing amazing work so far,” she says. 

			“Thank you, ma’am. But there’s still a lot of work to do.” 

			She laughs softly. “I’ve heard that about you too.”

			“What’s that, ma’am?” 

			“That you refuse to take a victory lap until the job is done,” she says. 

			“Just so you know, Blake and her team refuse to take a victory lap even after the job is done, Briar. The woman isn’t one who rests on her laurels,” Rosie tells her.

			“I respect that,” Fitzpatrick says. “But Blake, you really should celebrate the wins when we get them. God knows we don’t get them all the time in this business.” 

			“Thank you, ma’am,” I say.

			We’re not peacocks, and we’re not in this business for the glory and accolades. But I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel nice to get some kudos and pats on the back now and then. Stopping to take a victory lap now, though, would be horribly premature. We’ve still got a guy out there with potentially six devices that can bring down a building. 

			“Okay, I should get back to my team. We’ve got a lot of work to do,” I say. 

			“Thanks for the update,” Rosie says. “Stay on it.” 

			“I’ll loop you in as we get more information,” I tell them. 

			“Thank you, Chief Wilder.” 

			I turn and leave Rosie’s office, threading my way through the crowded corridors as I make my way back to the war room. When I step inside, there is a palpable energy in the room, and they all turn to me with expectant expressions on their faces. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask. 

			“Nina found a security camera on one of the warehouses,” Astra explains. “She was able to hack in and get a picture of our bomber.” 

			It feels like I’ve been hit by a lightning bolt and my every nerve ending is crackling with electricity. I lick my lips and try to work a little moisture into my mouth. It can’t be this easy, can it?

			“Show me,” I say.

			Stepping to the front of the room, I fold my arms over my chest and stare at the monitors. A moment later they light up, and I’m looking at grainy footage of the outside of the warehouse complex we’d just left. The camera pivots left and then right, sweeping the grounds. There isn’t much to see at first, but then the roll-up door on the warehouse we’d raided goes up. A moment later, a black panel van rolls out and stops. The camera pans away from the van just as the driver’s side door is opening, and I grit my teeth.

			“Wait,” I grumble. “Pan back.” 

			“You realize talking to the TV screen isn’t going to make that happen, don’t you?” Astra says with a mischievous glint in her eye. “You sound like those dudes who think screaming at the TV makes their football team play better.” 

			“I so totally hate you right now.” 

			“I know.” 

			The camera eventually pans back, though, and by that time, the roll-up door is down but the van is still in the frame. The regular door opens a second later, and we see a man step out. He’s bald and is wearing sunglasses but has a dark goatee. He’s dressed in blue jeans, black boots, and a black button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. 

			“Come on, come on,” I mutter to myself. “Look up. Give us a shot of your face.” 

			He doesn’t look up though. Instead, he puts a dark baseball cap on his head and pulls it down, obscuring his face, before climbing into the van and driving off. The adrenaline that had been flowing through me ebbs, and the flames of optimism begin to dim as a wave of disappointment crashes down over me. 

			“Let me guess,” I say. “It’s not enough for facial rec.” 

			“I’m trying to clean it up and working on a couple of other things,” Nina reports. “But right now, no, it’s not enough for facial rec.” 

			“Of course, it’s not,” I growl to myself.

			“You didn’t think it was going to be that easy, did you?” Lucas says. 

			“I dared to hope.”

			“Well, that was foolish,” Astra chimes in. “When is anything ever easy for us?” 

			“All right, well, keep trying, Nina. Hopefully, you’re able to work a little magic,” I tell her. “But don’t worry, I won’t get my hopes up, so no pressure.” 

			“Thanks, boss.” 

			My hopes had already been up, though, so to have them completely dashed like that is an absolute letdown. Frowning, I walk over and drop into my chair at the table and open my notebook. I slide my pen out and tap it against the pad of paper, letting my eyes wander over the notes and messages to myself that I’ve scrawled across the page. Right now, none of it makes much sense. Nor does it get us any closer to figuring out who our bomber is, what his targets might be, and how to find either of those things out. 

			“I’ve got some good news,” Rick attempts.

			“Good, we can use some of that right about now,” I reply. 

			“Fingerprint confirmation is back and the dead guy in the warehouse is Dieter Vogel,” he tells me. “The prints are a match to Vogel’s set taken when he was a child.” 

			“If only we could bring him back to life and question him. Figure out how to do that, and we are in business, my friend,” Astra says dryly. 

			“I’m sure Interpol is going to be thrilled with the ID,” Mo says. “They might be able to close a boatload of cases over there.” 

			“Which is great,” Lucas adds. “Does nothing for us though.” 

			“No, it does not. But if it brings some closure and some peace to people Vogel has victimized over there, it’s all for the good,” I say.

			I rake my fingers through my hair and give myself a little shake, doing my best to get my mind right and focused again. Disappointments and setbacks occur in every case. This is just another bump in the road we’ve got to deal with. And the best way to handle a bump in the road is to get over it. So, I decide to simplify things. 

			“Okay, let’s go back to basics. Victimology,” I say. “If we can figure out why Petbe murdered Chaos, it might lead us to who he is.” 

			“Okay, so what are our current theories?” Mo asks. 

			“I think maybe the deal somehow went south, and Petbe thought the best way to deal with him was putting two slugs in his chest,” Astra offers. “We see that all the time with drug deals. Somebody gets all puffed up, tempers flare, and before you know it, somebody’s dead.” 

			“It might be something like that, yeah,” I say. “But I have a feeling Petbe never intended to pay for the bombs. To him, Vogel was a means to an end. He had what Petbe needed to complete his mission. And a mission-oriented killer is not going to let anything stand between him and bringing his task to a successful end.”

			“So, you’re saying it was a setup,” Mo says. “You think Vogel had the expertise Petbe needed for his mission, and once he got confirmation the bombs had been built, he became expendable to him.” 

			“That’s what I think. That or something close to that,” I say. 

			“Makes sense,” Lucas says. 

			I look at the picture of Petbe on the video monitors and blow out a frustrated breath. All I can tell is that he’s Caucasian and he’s bald. Which is information we’ve already got from three witnesses now. It gets us no closer to identifying him or to figuring out how he believes he was wronged. And if we don’t know how he thinks he was wronged, we can’t even manage a guess at what his target—or more likely, his targets—might be. 

			“What are you thinking?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m thinking that we’ve got a big problem,” I say. “With six massive devices in hand, he’s not looking to murder a single person who crossed him. No, I’m inclined to believe he’s got a list of people and places he’s looking to take out.” 

			“You’re right. We’ve got a big problem,” Lucas says.

			“And I can’t think of anything in our victimology that even hints at what his targets might be,” I say. “Remember, Vogel’s entire schtick was creating chaos and sowing fear through explosions and death. It didn’t matter to him what his clients blew up so long as it lined his pockets.”

			“And every victim we’ve got so far—the construction workers, Harvin, Vogel—seems to be collateral damage,” Lucas muses. “For all we know, our unsub hasn’t even started whatever revenge campaign he’s planning.”

			“So, what are we going to do?” Astra asks. 

			“I don’t know right now,” I reply.

			Getting to my feet, I start to pace the room again, my mind spinning out in a thousand different directions. All our hopes for getting a handle on this case and our bomber are riding on what the forensics team finds in that warehouse. If they don’t find anything that can tell us who he is, we’re screwed. We have to wait for him to screw up, and to be honest, he’s been pretty meticulous to this point, so I have no real reason to expect that he will. 

			“There’s a very real chance he’s going to set off all those bombs, kill hundreds, maybe thousands of people, then disappear forever,” I say. 

			“There’s a cheery thought,” Astra says.

			“We don’t give up. We will keep fighting until we have him in bracelets or he disappears. We will keep going, but never getting ahead of this guy is a possible reality,” I say forcefully. “This guy is good at staying a step ahead of us, and unless we find some way to ID this prick, he’s going to remain as mysterious as Chaos was for all those years.”

			A heavy silence settles over the room as everybody seems to look inward. Nobody wants to admit it out loud, but I can tell they know I’m right. The doors to the war room slide open, and I look up to see Rosie running through them. She stops and takes a second to catch her breath. She’s frazzled and looks more upset than I think I’ve ever seen her, which sends another bolt of adrenaline shooting through me. 

			“There’s been another bombing,” she gasps. 
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			Blackscale Security Solutions; Glenfield, TX

			After a largely silent and brooding forty-five minute drive from Grimley, we approach the Blackscale compound from the southern highway. I can see the thick column of black smoke rising high into a pristine blue sky. A pair of helicopters are circling over the bomb site, and even from five miles out, I can already smell the odor being given off by the burning buildings. The air is thick with the stench of cordite, and ash rains down from above like snow. 

			Fifty miles outside of Grimley is the town of Glenfield. It’s a small town that was built around the Blackscale Security training complex the same way some towns sprout from the ground around military bases. Or prisons. Blackscale is a private military contractor led by Trent Sanderson, a former Navy Seal. Blackscale has conducted operations in South America, the Middle East, and parts of Asia and gained a reputation for its brutal tactics.

			Sanderson has been called to testify before Congress to answer for alleged war crimes three times. I’ve kept up with the various cases, and each time, I thought there was more than enough evidence to indict. But to date, charges have never been filed against him personally. Not only have Sanderson and his band of thugs in camouflage gotten off scot-free for the atrocities they’ve committed in other countries, but they also continue to receive hundreds of millions of dollars in government contracts to provide security in those same countries.

			A pair of ambulances go screaming by us, lights flashing and sirens warbling as they head for the site of the attack, which underlines the knowledge that this is a mass casualty event. Before we left the Dallas FO, we got a quick briefing of the situation on the ground. We knew at least twelve people were killed in a catastrophic blast. I fully expect that number to have grown in the time it’s taken us to get out to Glenfield. 

			As deplorable as I think Sanderson and his men are for the terrible things they’ve done, I can’t help but think of the families, the children, who are going to wake up Christmas morning without a mother or a father. A brother or a sister. I can’t help but think of all the kids who are going to learn to hate Christmas as much as I do—and for the same reasons. Loss is never easy. But there’s something about losing a loved one right around the holidays that just seems to hit so much harder and cut so much deeper. 

			We approach a tall stone wall that fronts the Blackscale compound. The dark stone and the tall watchtowers spaced out along the wall give the whole thing a prison-like feel. Astra pulls our SUV to a stop at the main gate. The guard, dressed in gray digicamo uniforms that look just like US military issue, and carrying an AR-15 slung over his shoulder, steps out of the small building and checks our IDs. His face is tight, and his eyes have that haunted look I’ve seen in survivors of violent events. 

			“Go on ahead,” he tells us. “Just follow the line of emergency vehicles.”

			“Thank you,” Astra says and pulls through the gate.

			The scene beyond the main wall is apocalyptic. Flames lick at the sky from buildings that are blackened and crumbling. The air all around us is hazy with smoke so thick it’s almost blotting out the sunlight. The lights of the emergency vehicles pulse and strobe, lighting up the darkness from the smoke, adding an extra layer of visual chaos. 

			“Jesus,” Astra mutters. 

			“Yeah. My thoughts exactly.” 

			Fire trucks and police cars are spread out around the compound as squads of firefighters battle the blazes. Set off to our right in a relatively clear area, I see the ATF mobile command center and half a dozen command tents set up. I direct Astra over to the area, and as we skirt the edges of the scene on our way there, I see lines of bodies spread out on the ground as emergency personnel triage them. The dead are already lying beneath black tarps. The injured are lying on the ground, each of them assigned a color-coded tag that denotes the severity of their injuries. 

			“That’s a lot of red and black tags,” I note.

			“Our guy seemed to hit at just the right time. It’s like he knew the optimal time to strike.”

			“He probably did.” 

			Astra weaves around the throngs of people scurrying about, nearly hitting a few of them, then parks at the edge of the command complex, and we jump out. Lucas and Mo are getting out of the SUV behind us, and together we cross what used to be green grass but is now dark and scorched. SAC Fitzpatrick is surrounded by her people in a frenzy of sound and motion. 

			“Chief Wilder, over here, please,” Fitzpatrick calls, though, for the life of me, I don’t know how the hell she spotted me through the gaggle of people around her. 

			We step over to the table as she’s sending her people away. Her complexion is ashen, her mouth is a tight slash across her face, and her eyes are filled with fury. 

			“Well, looks like we found his first target,” she says grimly. 

			“Yeah. Looks like,” I mutter.

			I turn and look at the chaotic scene all around us and shake my head in disbelief. The main admin building, a four-story brick and glass design, has been reduced to little more than piles of smoldering ruin, and the smaller buildings around it didn’t fare much better. A deep crater has been gouged into the ground and is filled with small fires around the edges and thick tendrils of smoke rising from the center.

			“The bomb was powerful,” Fitzpatrick tells us. “Initial chemical analysis shows it used the same PETN and RDX formula as the bomb that brought the building down in Grimley.”

			“So, we’re pretty positive this is our guy,” Mo says. 

			“Ninety-nine percent, yeah,” Fitzpatrick replies. 

			“How many dead?” I ask.

			“As of now, forty-three,” Fitzpatrick tells us. “But some of the wounded aren’t likely going to make it, so that number figures to rise.” 

			“Forty-three,” Astra repeats, her voice soft. “It takes a lot of hate and a lot of rage to do something that kills forty-three people.”

			“It’s personal for our unsub. Very personal,” I say. “So personal that he’s willing to sacrifice more than forty innocent people to kill one person.” 

			“What makes you think he was only going after one person?” Fitzpatrick asks. “Couldn’t he be going after Blackscale as a whole?”

			I nod. “Certainly. Blackscale is the symbolic target,” I reply. “But our guy is mission-oriented, and while taking out Blackscale may be part of that mission, I believe that he was targeting one person in particular. That person was the mission.” 

			“Okay, so how do we find out who his target was?” Lucas asks.

			Folding my arms over my chest, I stare hard at the crater. “Did the device detonate inside the admin building?” 

			“As near as we can tell right now,” Fitzpatrick nods. “Why? What are you thinking?” 

			The smell of smoke is as thick in the air as the cries of the wounded and dying. My skin is warm from the heat of the fires that continue to burn, and I taste ash in my mouth. My senses feel close to overloading. Closing my eyes, I count to ten and try to shut it all out. Try to focus. There are five other devices just like this one floating around out there, and if I can’t figure out how to stop this mad bomber, we’re going to be visiting five more scenes just like this one. If there was ever a time when I needed to be at my sharpest, that time is now. 

			“He didn’t go after the training grounds. He didn’t specifically target the recruits or the personnel,” I say. “He went after the admin building.”

			“Maybe it was more convenient?” Mo offers.

			I shake my head. “It would have been more convenient to smuggle that device into one of the smaller, less guarded outbuildings,” I say. “Our guy took a massive risk by taking the bomb into the building. That tells me he thought it was worth the risk just to be sure he succeeded in taking this particular building out. Completely. That tells me the main target of his attack was in the admin building when it went up. Has to be.” 

			“You don’t think this unsub was trying to make a statement with this bombing?” Fitzpatrick asks. “That maybe, he has some specific grievance against Blackscale or its owner, Trent Sanderson? I mean, the guy has a pretty lengthy list of enemies.”

			“I’m sure he does. And you’re right: he probably does have a grievance against Blackscale. But I profiled our unsub as a mission-oriented killer—not a political radical trying to make a statement. Seeing this scene only makes me more certain the profile is correct,” I say. “He went after somebody in that building. Somebody wronged this guy so spectacularly that he was willing to murder more than forty people to get at them. It may be Sanderson personally. But it may just as well be anyone else in this building.” 

			“That’s a lot of death and destruction just to get at one person though,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah, I’m having trouble seeing somebody doing something like… this,” Lucas adds, gesturing to the scene around us. “Just to get at one person.”

			“Think about Anthony Harvin. Our perp was willing to murder an innocent and blow up his house just to cause a diversion. Just to get everybody looking the wrong way,” I tell them. “This is the same thing, just on a larger scale. Rather than shoot his target or sneak into his house in the middle of the night and cut his throat, our unsub brought down an entire building and killed dozens because he knew it would get us all looking one way while masking the identity of the person he was truly here to kill.” 

			Rarely am I ever this sure about a theory when we’re working a case. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that just because something looks like one thing, it doesn’t mean it’s that thing. Progress in cases often comes in fits and starts. As a rule, when you’re working a case, you’re going to run into blind alleys and wrong turns along the way. That’s just the process. In most cases, until you’ve got your offender in bracelets, certainties are rare. 

			But as I stand here, staring at this smoking crater, listening to the cries and moans of the wounded and dying, I’ve never been more certain of anything while working a case. I know my people are skeptical. As they should be. We’ve been trained to question everything and to never let ourselves get locked into one theory, lest we become blind to the rest of the evidence we turn up and focus on the wrong thing—on the wrong person. 

			It feels like we’re still at square one with no leads and nothing that will lead us in the right direction. This is one of those really rare times, though, when I know I’m right. There’s no question in my mind that our guy was selectively targeting somebody inside that building for elimination. This was a large-scale, mass-casualty event designed to cover up what was essentially an assassination. I’m positive about it. I just need to develop some proof to back that up. 

			And figuring out why this person was targeted for assassination might lead us to who pulled the trigger. 
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			“I don’t know, Blake. It seems like a reach,” Mo says. “I mean, killing Harvin and destroying his house to create chaos is one thing. But to do what he did out at the Blackscale compound?”

			“It wouldn’t be the first time somebody disguised a targeted killing by murdering a whole bunch of people. Remember the Snowcrest Seven?” I reply.

			Our last serial bomber had a similar MO. In his case, Wilson Speaks was targeting the seven people who had abused, tortured, and even raped a dear friend of his, leaving her in a coma for years. It took us a long time to put together the victimology of that case as well for the same reason: he deftly hid his true victims in the chaos of dozens of innocents.

			I stand at the front of the board and look at the photos taped to the whiteboard. One is a still shot from the grainy surveillance out at the warehouse compound. There are two more—one of our guy at the front gate of the Blackscale compound and one of him entering the admin building, pushing a covered cart ahead of him. The footage was provided by Fitzpatrick along with some other tidbits for us to digest. 

			Petbe, still cleverly able to keep us from getting a decent look at his face with a disturbingly good use of his baseball cap and turning his head at weird angles to avoid being seen, entered the Blackscale compound by posing as a computer repair technician. He was clever enough to schedule an appointment to have some work done on an office full of computers that didn’t need fixing. It’s a fact that came to light afterward when we questioned the survivors able to speak with us.

			Once the appointment was made, he then rolled up, posing as the repair technician, and gained access to the admin building. The cart he was wheeling in contained the device, of course. But he’d disguised it to make it look like he was just wheeling in his standard set of tools to do the fictitious job he’d been fictitiously hired to do. It is a well-thought-out, well-executed, and clever plan. Bold, certainly. Daring, for sure. A thousand things could have gone wrong and blown his cover. And I, for one, wouldn’t want to be in a compound surrounded by paid killers and have them figure out I’m not who I said I was and was there to murder them all. 

			And yet, despite the odds, his plan worked. He pulled it off. He got access to the compound, planted his bomb, and bugged out before it went off. It worked to perfection. Well… almost. 

			“Trent Sanderson is still alive,” I report. “He somehow managed to survive the initial blast and the building collapse.”

			“And people say miracles don’t happen,” Astra scoffs. 

			“That means he might still be a target. If he was in fact the primary target, he may still be in danger,” I tell them. 

			“I’ve already had Sanderson’s guard doubled,” Rosie tells me as she steps into the room. 

			“That’s great, but—” 

			“I’m also having a rotating shift of guards checking for explosive devices at regular intervals,” she cuts me off. “Building security has locked the hospital down. Nobody’s getting in or out without being thoroughly vetted first.” 

			“Good. That’s good,” I say. “But Sanderson may not have been the target. And since I don’t think it was any of the paper pushers, bean counters, or computer techs, I’m thinking if not Sanderson, the target might have been somebody else on that executive floor.” 

			“It’s a short list,” Mo reports, sliding a row of pictures on the screen. “In addition to General Sanderson, Colonel Nathan Andrews, Lt. Colonel Marcus Roberson, Majors Andrew Whitman and Chase Scott, and Captains Neil Harry and Bradley James all had offices on that floor.”

			“That’s Blackscale’s entire chain of command,” Lucas says. 

			“Talk about a nest of vipers,” Astra says. “I’ve seen each and every one of those guys testifying before Congress. These people do very bad things and kill a lot of people in other countries. The list of people who want these guys dead is probably a long one.”

			“No doubt,” Mo replies. “So, the trick is figuring out which one of these vipers did something to somebody bad enough to make them willing to kill so many just to get to them.” 

			“That’s going to be almost impossible if even half of what they’ve been accused of is true,” Lucas muses as he skims through the files. “If what’s in these files is true, there have got to be hundreds of people who want these guys dead. Thousands maybe.”

			“It’s true,” Astra nods. “And you’re not wrong about the ever-widening suspect pool. There are thousands of people who’d want to see these guys dead. And I can’t say that I blame them for feeling that way.” 

			“Yeah, I suppose so. It’s just unfortunate they’ll never stand trial for those things they’ve been accused of,” he says. 

			“I agree with you,” Astra tells him. 

			Rosie steps to the front of the room and stands beside me. She’s wringing her hands together furiously and looks far more agitated than I can ever recall seeing her. I understand that today was horrific and that tensions, as well as emotions, are high, but Rosie has always been that one source of calm when the seas are rough. So, seeing her as upset as she looks is more than a little disconcerting for me. It makes me grateful to not be in her position, because I can’t even begin to imagine the pressure the brass back in DC is putting on her right now.

			It’s a good reminder, though, of what I have to look forward to if I were ever offered a spot on the next rung up the command ladder. I’d have to weigh all my options, of course. But seeing Rosie as rattled as she is right now makes me think that command isn’t for me. I give myself a quick shake. That’s not the conversation to be having with myself right now and is best saved for another day. Right now, I need to focus. 

			“Okay, I think we need to address the practical issue right in front of us,” Rosie starts.

			“Which is?” I ask. 

			“I’ve been in contact with the governor, and the mayors of Dallas, Fort Worth, and Arlington,” she starts. “And Mayor Jimenez of Dallas is asking about the possibility of a mass evacuation.” 

			“Evacuating the entire Metroplex?” I gasp. “That’s nearly eight million people.”

			Rosie nods. “He wants to know if that’s something we should be discussing,” she tells us. “I know the city government has a citywide evacuation plan—they put one together after 9/11.” 

			On the one hand, it makes sense. Getting everybody out of the city might not be a bad thing since it might reduce the number of civilian casualties. Petbe doesn’t care about collateral damage and will blow anybody up to get to his target. In theory, fewer people means fewer bodies. In theory being the operative phrase in that statement. Although getting people out of Dallas makes sense in the short term, it might be a very bad idea in the long run. 

			“I think ordering an evacuation would be a mistake,” I say. 

			“Why do you say that?” 

			“It would incite fear. Panic,” Astra offers. “It would be pandemonium as people flee the city. You’d have riots. Looting. Where would they go, how would they get there, how do we get everyone out in an orderly way, and how do we do it without alerting Petbe to our plans?”

			“What she said,” I say. 

			“So, you think it’s better to let people go on with their lives, totally unaware of the dangers that are facing them?” Rosie presses. “You think we should potentially leave a massive victim pool for our unsub to wipe out?” 

			“As callous as it sounds, yes,” I respond. “If our guy has already planted bombs in and around the Metroplex, seeing a mass evacuation might force him to trigger the devices early. If he thinks he’s going to lose his mission window, he might set them off and end up killing even more people than he would if we let him detonate the bombs at his own pace. Trying to evacuate eight million people will take days, and the type of interagency cooperation required would divert resources away from what we need now: to stop him.” 

			Rosie’s lips are compressed together tightly, and a dark expression crosses her face. Her hands at her waist, she keeps wringing them together—even faster this time. It’s an impossible decision to have to make—leave people in place to possibly be killed en masse, or tell them to get out of the city and possibly wind up with even more bodies. 

			“This is a nasty calculus to be playing with people’s lives,” she says softly. 

			“It might be the smartest—and only—choice we have,” I say. “And trust me, I’m well aware of the irony of trying to save lives by leaving them in danger. I get it. But under the circumstances, until we know what this guy’s mission is and what his plans are, it’s the safest way forward.”

			Rosie gnaws on her bottom lip, the worry on her face growing thicker. I swear to God, she looks like she’s aging right before my very eyes. 

			“Mayor Jimenez isn’t going to like it,” she says. “But I think you’re right. Until we know where those bombs are and what his mission is, we can’t risk him setting them off. It’s the right call, Blake. I’ll talk to him, but I can’t promise he’s going to listen.” 

			“You have to make him listen,” I urge her. “We can’t afford to spook him.” 

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“Do better,” I tell her with a small grin. “Isn’t that what you always used to tell me?”

			“Didn’t you ever learn that you’re not supposed to throw a superior’s words back in their face like that, Wilder?” 

			“Somebody tried to teach me once. Didn’t stick,” I reply. 

			“You don’t even work for me anymore, and you’re still a pain in my ass,” Rosie grumbles. 

			“Admit it. You miss us,” Astra says. 

			Rosie looks around the room, and an expression of nostalgia crosses her face. “Yeah. Sometimes I do,” she says. “Anyway, I’m off to talk to the mayor.”

			“Good luck with that,” Astra says.

			“Thanks. I’m going to need it.” 

			We remain silent as Rosie heads out of the war room. I turn and look at the pictures on the whiteboard again, trying to focus on what we know about Petbe. This entire thing seems so complex, but the longer I stare at the grainy images, the more I realize I’m overcomplicating things. Yeah, it’s a complicated situation, and there are a lot of nuances to consider. But the underlying motivation for these atrocities isn’t nearly as complex as I’ve been thinking or making it out to be. I need to throttle down, take a step back, and look at the simple things sitting right in front of me. 

			Petbe is motivated by one of the oldest and simplest things in the book—vengeance. He wants his pound of flesh. But for what? What could have happened that was so personally devastating that our guy would wantonly murder innocents to get at the focus of his rage? As with most any murder case, I think the answer to that might be somewhere in the pile of bodies he’s leaving in his wake. 

			“Okay, since we now have a few more data points, we need to re-examine victimology,” I say. “I want us all to take a deep dive into the chain of command that was wiped out at Blackscale. I have a feeling one of those officers was the target of the bombing, and we need to find out why. One of those officers did something terrible that set Petbe on the path of death and destruction he’s currently on. I want to know what it was. Questions?” 

			I look around the room and nobody seems to have any. 

			“Okay then,” I tell them. “Dig as deep as you can and find out everything there is to know about these officers, guys. There are a lot of lives depending on us.”
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			“Trent Sanderson died last night,” Astra tells me when I step into the war room the next morning.

			I set down the coffee and pastries I brought in while absorbing the news. It’s not a big shock. I’d followed up and found that his injuries were dire. There was some small piece of me hoping that he’d pull through, but deep down, I figured it was only a matter of time before we got the news that he’d died. 

			“Well, I guess we have to scratch him off the interview list,” I shrug. 

			“That’s pretty cold, boss,” Rick says. 

			“The man was a war criminal. He profited from the deaths of people in other countries. Forgive me if I don’t shed a tear for an animal like that,” I snap. 

			“To be fair,” Astra starts. “Not even animals murder other animals for fun and profit, so we probably shouldn’t compare whatever species Sanderson is—or rather, was—with the noble creatures in the animal kingdom.” 

			That forces a wry chuckle out of me. “Good point.”

			Everybody shuffles over to pour some coffee and grab something to eat. We’ve all spent the better part of the last two days poring through everything there is to know about the command staff at Blackscale and have that same, hollow-eyed, dragging-ass look about us. None of us have been out of the war room for longer than it takes to grab food or use the restroom. We’ve used the showers in the FO locker room to clean up and have had junior agents bring us changes of clothing while we’ve been locked into digging up all the skeletons the command staff at Blackscale have been hiding. And they’ve been hiding enough skeletons to fill a graveyard the size of California. 

			We’ve uncovered so much, in fact, that we’ve completely muddied the waters even further. The more we learned about Blackscale and the atrocities they’ve committed on foreign shores, the more suspects we’ve been forced to consider. This private army has committed and covered up massacres that make Little Big Horn look like a picnic in the park. They’ve killed and looted. They’ve stolen precious artifacts and have been accused of more rapes than I can count. Yet, every single time, they face no consequences. 

			These private, for-profit armies operate without rules or constraints. They never face punishment for their misdeeds, and their overriding motto seems to be, “Shoot first; don’t even bother asking questions.” And yet, they get the lion’s share of the government contracts being handed out. To say it’s repugnant would be the understatement of the century. 

			“You think there’s a case to be made for prosecuting the Congressmen who’ve been helping cover up these war crimes?” Mo asks.

			“That’s a question for our betters over at main Justice,” I reply. 

			“Betters?” Astra asks, arching an eyebrow at me.

			“They certainly seem to think so.”

			“I’d love to see every single one of these cretins who voted to give Blackscale contracts after the first of their atrocities came to light thrown into a deep, dark cell,” Lucas snarls. “I’d throw the key away myself.” 

			“Lucas,” Astra says approvingly. “I’ve never seen you go so dark before. It’s kind of hot.” 

			Lucas’s cheeks flush, and he looks away. His sentiment, though, is one we all share. The more we’ve learned about Blackscale’s operations, the more unnerved we’ve all become by the wanton destruction, murder, and depravity of these contractors and how they operate in other countries. Or rather, how they’re allowed to operate by a government that simply throws money at them hand over fist without any sort of regulation or imposed restraint. 

			“I hate to say it,” Mo says, “but it’s not a bad thing that Blackscale has been wiped off the face of the earth.” 

			“It’s not,” Astra says. “But it’s not like by cutting off the head of the snake, another one isn’t just going to grow back. There are a host of these private security firms out there, and now that Blackscale is gone, another one will rise up to take its place.” 

			“Stone Mountain Security or the Mercury Group, most likely,” Rick offers. “They were number two and three in the amount of contracted money they got.” 

			“And they’re both just as, if not more brutal, than Blackscale. The things they’ve done almost make the things Blackscale did look like child’s play. These are some bad people going to bad places and doing worse things,” Nina adds. 

			“The entire industry is corrupt and evil,” Mo says. “What’s more, they’re putting our own troops in harm’s way with their BS cowboy antics—” 

			“Wait…” I say, snapping my fingers as a light bulb goes on in my head. “What if that’s it?” 

			Astra cocks her head and looks at me. “What if what’s it?” 

			“What if our bomber is military? Further, what if his motivation for taking out these contractors is that they did something to his unit overseas? Maybe these cowboys got people in his unit killed,” I go on. “What if this act of vengeance is because Petbe maybe watched his people, his friends, and family, get slaughtered because of something the Blackscale contractors did?” 

			They all take a moment to process everything I just unloaded. Granted, there are a lot of holes in my theory. It’s a work in progress. But the moment the thought hit my brain, I felt something click inside of me. It’s that shift I get when I stumble onto something I know to be true—to be right. And as I let the theory tumble around in my brain, the more confident I become in it as that feeling of momentum and forward motion springs to life in the pit of my stomach once more. 

			“That tracks,” Astra says. “That could very well be.” 

			“Okay, but the problem with that is, how are we going to know which one?” Lucas asks. “There is a mountain of cases here reporting the misconduct of the contractors—with very few of them ever being reported on publicly. These are all confidential files. A lot of them have involved US troops. And what if it’s not the death of Petbe’s unit, but something else? It’s going to be like looking for a particular grain of sand on a beach.” 

			I get up and start pacing the room again, listening to Lucas’s words and trying to find the answer to his question, which is a good and valid one. It’s also an incredibly difficult one, because he’s right in that there are going to be a lot of incidents where maybe somebody wasn’t killed but may have still left a profound psychological and emotional scar on our unsub. As I pace, I run my fingers through my hair and talk myself back off that ledge. Stopping at the front of the room, I turn to my team and clasp my hands behind my back. 

			“We’re going to keep it simple for now—as simple as we can—because ultimately, I believe the answer to why Petbe is doing this is equally simple,” I say. “So, for now, we’re going to only focus on the cases of contractor misconduct that resulted in the death of US troops. That’s the nexus. That’s the personal element.”

			“But what if it isn’t?” Lucas presses.

			“Then we keep digging until we find the answer,” I reply. “But I am almost certain that’s where the answer is. I’m almost certain Petbe suffered a tremendous loss—something that shattered him. All these horrible atrocities are bad enough, and I can certainly see why so many would want Sanderson dead for what he’s done, but it’s not justice our man’s after. It’s revenge. It’s a strike back at someone who directly harmed him.”

			“Guess that’s as good a place to start as any,” he relents.

			“Okay, so let’s dig in,” I say. 

			I take a seat at my workstation, and the war room falls silent as we all turn to our computers and start sifting through the mountains of information at our fingertips. It’s beyond disgusting to me that we have so many cases of contractor misconduct that involve the deaths of our troops. And Lucas’s concern that this will be like finding a grain of sand on a beach is valid.

			The thing that bothers me the most about all this—aside from the unnecessary violence and loss of life—is that this all happens in the shadows. The military—and by extension, the government—allows this all to happen in the dark. There is no transparency. They do not share the details of this misconduct with the public. They simply allow bad actors to do bad things and then send them back onto the stage to let them do those same bad things all over again.

			There are no repercussions for the atrocities they commit. There are no consequences for their actions. They’re allowed to kill and steal at will. They’re allowed to do terrible things that put more lives at risk. But rather than punishment, they’re rewarded with hundreds of millions of dollars every single year. It’s no wonder these security companies hire the worst of the worst—they’re incentivized to do it. 

			“Hey, boss?” Nina calls up, breaking the tense silence in the room.

			“What’s up?”

			“I just got an email from the forensics team,” she says. “They found a fingerprint in that office where Vogel was killed.”

			I sit up straight, my veins flooded with the liquid fire of anticipation. “And?” 

			“You were right. It belongs to a military veteran,” she says. “I’m putting it on-screen.” 

			The picture of the man flashes onto the monitor, and my eyes move from his military record photo to the pictures on the whiteboard. Bald, goatee, blue eyes.

			“Looks like a match to me,” Astra says. 

			“Same,” I reply and get to my feet. “Okay, people, we’ve got a clear direction, and now, some real work to do. So, let’s get to it.” 
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			Astra pulls the SUV to a stop at the curb and shuts the engine off, and I take a moment to look around. Colonel Alexander Finnegan and his wife, Charlotte, live in Oak Lawn, one of Dallas’s more upscale neighborhoods. Most of the houses are two-story, but there are a few three-story places sprinkled into the mix, and all seem to have a fresh coat of paint on them. The lawns are fastidiously trimmed and expertly landscaped, and I can see they’re all decorated with Christmas décor. Mercedes, BMWs, Range Rovers, and a plethora of other expensive cars fill the driveways and are parked along the tree-lined street.

			The houses are all very nice but not ostentatious and are very neatly kept. I have no doubt if anybody were to let their house slip into less-than-pristine condition, they would hear about it from all their neighbors. It seems like there’s an almost forced sense of pride in their houses as everybody seems intent on keeping up with the Joneses in this neighborhood. There’s an almost Stepford feel to neighborhoods like this, and if I peeked under the proverbial rug, I’m sure I’d see lots of secrets swept under it. 

			“Nice area,” Astra notes. 

			“Give me a nice working-class neighborhood where people like their neighbors and go out of their way to hang out over a sterile, cold place like this any day of the week,” I remark. 

			Astra snorts. “What are you, Mister Rogers?”

			“I do try to be a good neighbor,” I reply. 

			“I guess you always did look good in a sweater,” she cracks.

			We share a laugh as we get out of the SUV and head up the flower-lined walkway that leads to the front of the house. Finnegan’s place is a two-story American Colonial done in white clapboard and multi-colored stone. It’s got two fireplaces, a high peaked roof, and dark blue shutters flanking every window—of which, there are a lot. Finnegan’s house is large and almost completely obnoxious. It doesn’t come off like some massive, gaudy mansion or anything, but it’s certainly right in line with some of the houses I’ve seen in neighborhoods like Laurelhurst back home in Seattle.

			Astra leads me up the stairs and to the front door, which is the same dark blue as the shutters, rounded at the top, and has a decorative stained-glass window set about head height. She reaches out and presses the button for the doorbell, and I hear the muffled sound of its chiming coming from inside. We wait a few moments, but nobody comes to the door. There are two cars—a black Dodge Charger and a maroon Chrysler Pacifica hybrid—parked in the driveway. They’re both brand-spanking-new and polished to a sheen, which jibes with the rest of the house. It’s obvious the Finnegans are affluent and have a taste for nice things. 

			“Two cars in the driveway,” I note. “Somebody’s got to be home, right?” 

			“Maybe?”

			I reach out to press the button for the doorbell again when I hear the sound of locks being disengaged. A second later, the door opens, and we’re greeted by a middle-aged woman with deep auburn hair, blue eyes, and a smooth, warm, golden-brown complexion. She’s got a stunning figure and looks like she does a lot to keep herself in shape. It’s probably easy to do when your husband, himself nearing sixty, is as fit as he is.

			“Yes? What is it?” she asks, her voice crisp and high-pitched. 

			“Charlotte Finnegan?” I ask.

			“Yes. And you are?” 

			She looks at our badges without the slightest hint of surprise on her face. It’s like she’s been expecting us. If anything, she almost looks relieved that we’re finally here or something. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. 

			“Come in.”

			She steps aside, and I follow Astra through the door. Charlotte closes it, then leads us down a short hallway and turns right. We step through a rounded archway and into a sitting room. A pair of dark blue sofas sit across from each other atop a large, circular rug that’s dark blue with a light purple pattern woven into it. The sofas are separated by a glass and burnished steel oval-shaped coffee table, and matching end tables sit on either side of each sofa.

			A large plate glass window takes up most of the front wall, giving us a view of the street outside, and the walls are all stark white. A person could go snow blind if they stayed in here too long. The walls are lined with black and white nature photos taken in what looks like some of the country’s national parks. They’re beautiful and look like they could have been taken by a professional photographer. Something tells me, though, they weren’t. 

			“Did you take these?” I ask.

			It’s a lame question but one meant simply to break the ice. It’s to let her know she’s not in any trouble and sets the tone for us to have a calm, rational discussion. It’s meant to put her at ease and let her know this isn’t an interrogation. It is, of course. But we always want our subjects to feel as if this is just a conversation. 

			She nods. “Alex and I enjoy traveling the national parks.” 

			“They’re stunning,” I tell her. “You’ve got a terrific eye.”

			I know next to nothing about photography other than what I like looking at. But I’ve heard enough people who do know photography say something like that before, so I figured it’s a safe comment to make straight out of the gate. 

			“Thank you,” she says numbly. “Please. Have a seat.” 

			“Thank you,” we reply as we sit down, perching on the edge of the sofa across from her. 

			“Marguerite?” Charlotte calls. 

			A second later, a short but willowy Hispanic woman with long, lustrous dark hair, soulful dark eyes, and skin the color of mocha steps into the room. 

			“Yes, Mrs. Finnegan?” 

			“Marguerite, would you please bring a tea service?” Charlotte asks. 

			“Oh, we’re fine, Mrs. Finnegan. Don’t go to any trouble on our account,” I insist.

			“We only have a few questions,” Astra adds. “We won’t take up much of your time.”

			“Very well,” Charlotte says. “Thank you, Marguerite. That will be all.” 

			The woman turns and steps out of the room, leaving us alone with Mrs. Finnegan. She’s a proper host, always making sure to say and do the right things for her visitors—like offering tea or coffee. Although she’s well put together—dressed nicely, her hair perfectly coiffed, and her makeup expertly applied—she looks tired. She’s got dark half-moons beneath her eyes and a pinched, sour expression on her face that she doesn’t seem to realize is there. She’s the consummate housewife. 

			“What can I do for you, agents?” she asks, trying to rally her prim and proper demeanor.

			“I got the feeling when you saw our badges that you knew why we stopped by,” I say.

			“I’m sure I don’t,” she replies, her voice dusted with her Texas accent. 

			“Do you know where your husband is, Mrs. Finnegan?” Astra asks.

			She shakes her head. “No. No, I don’t. I believe he was going to go spend a few days at his hunting lodge. He said something about wanting to get away and clear his head for a bit.” 

			“Mrs. Finnegan, we know your husband’s thirty-year military career abruptly ended with a court martial and a dishonorable discharge,” I press. “What can you tell us about the circumstances around that?” 

			“I—I—that’s not my business. I shouldn’t be speaking about anything that isn’t my business,” she tells us. 

			“I understand your instinct to protect your husband, Mrs. Finnegan. I do. But right now is not the time to play the silent card,” I tell her. “Your husband is in some very serious trouble, and we want to find him before he gets into any more trouble.” 

			“Do I need a lawyer?” she asks.

			“It’s your right to have a lawyer present,” Astra tells her, “but we’re not here to cause problems for you. We’re here because we need your help.” 

			“My help with what?”

			“What led to your husband’s court martial, Mrs. Finnegan?” I ask. 

			As she looks down at her hands, I can see her fighting to control her emotions. She’s fighting hard. But when she looks back up at us, her eyes are shimmering, and her cheeks and nose have flushed red. A tear spills from the corner of her eye, and she quickly scrubs it away. She’s caught between wanting to do the right thing and remaining loyal to her husband. 

			“Mrs. Finnegan, I’m going to take a calculated risk and be completely honest with you. You deserve the respect of us being honest with you,” I tell her. “And after I’m done telling you where we’re at and what the situation is, you can decide how to proceed. You can decide whether you want to call a lawyer or help us.” 

			Astra shoots me a questioning look. Ordinarily, we follow an unofficial script of sorts with each of us playing off the other. We never lay out the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth for people we’re questioning. It has the potential to complicate things. But we’ve never been in a situation like this before. The clock is ticking, and it feels like every minute we waste is a minute closer to more scenes like we saw out at the Blackscale compound. I’m running the risk of Mrs. Finnegan closing up on us, but we simply don’t have time for the usual song and dance. 

			“All right,” she says, her voice thick with uncertainty.

			“We believe that your husband is responsible for multiple deaths in two separate bombings. We believe he murdered another man and stole six explosive devices—one of which was used to destroy a training facility out in Glenfield,” I tell her. “We believe his target was the command staff of Blackscale Security Solutions. What we don’t know is why. What can you tell us? Have you heard your husband talking about Blackscale or a man named Trent Sanderson before?” 

			She quickly looks down at her hands again but not before I see the flash of recognition cross her face. I want to pounce on her, tell her I saw her look, and demand the answers. But instinct and experience tell me to back off and let her play this out in her mind, hoping that she’ll eventually come around and do the right thing. My gut tells me Charlotte Finnegan is a good person and that she’s one of those people who will choose to do right regardless of the personal cost.

			And judging by what I saw in his personnel folder and service record, I have the feeling Alexander Finnegan is cut from the same cloth. He’s a good man who’s been pushed into extraordinary circumstances. He’s doing what he’s doing because somebody at Blackscale wronged him. It’s a slight that ended his career. That’s the only thing that makes sense to me. For thirty years, he was a model soldier who had been courageous, gallant, and self-sacrificing. Throughout his career, he’d done the right thing regardless of the cost he would endure.

			But something happened over there that got him dishonorably discharged and drummed out of the service he’d devoted his life to. Something happened that got all his benefits, rank, and titles stripped. He was kicked out of the military and left to fend for himself. I believe it’s because he blew the whistle on something Blackscale operators did—something that he couldn’t tolerate. Something that got men under his command killed. 

			“Mrs. Finnegan—” 

			“I don’t know this Trent Sanderson,” she starts. “But I know of Blackscale Security. And I know of a Colonel Nate Andrews and Captain Bradley James. They… they’re responsible for what happened to my husband.” 

			“How do you mean?” I ask. 

			She sighs heavily, and when the tears spill from the corners of her eyes, she doesn’t bother trying to wipe them away this time. I watch as they race down her cheeks and hang onto her jaw for just a moment before falling into her lap. Mrs. Finnegan draws in a shuddering breath and lets it out slowly, trying to steel her nerves. When she’s ready, she raises her gaze to us. 

			“Two years ago, my husband was commanding a battalion in a small city in Iraq called Al Makkut,” she starts. “He’d been the CO for a little over a year, and his team was tasked with safeguarding a supply line. There had been some insurgent attacks, so the military sent in some of the operators from Blackscale.” 

			So far, so good. Her story is starting to bear out my theory. Every word, though, seems like torture for her. It’s as if we’re forcing her to remember and relive the most painful event in her entire life. And for that, I feel bad. But it’s unfortunately necessary. 

			“The contractors were there for a couple of weeks when one night, my husband walked in on some of those Blackscale monsters raping a fourteen-year-old girl. There were three of them, I think,” she says. “Alex raised hell with their CO and with command in Baghdad. He was demanding that Blackscale be forced to pull out immediately and that the three men he’d walked in on raping that girl be charged criminally.”

			Astra leans forward. “And what happened then? Did Army command—” 

			“Army command said they’d look into it themselves and take appropriate action,” she continues. “Three weeks later, they still hadn’t acted, and tensions between Alex’s men and the contractors were only growing higher.” 

			I rack my brain, trying to recall reading anything about a situation between US troops and Blackscale contractors in a place called Al Makkut. Nothing is coming to mind though. It makes me think this is one of those situations that got whitewashed and redacted from the public record—one of those atrocities committed beneath the banner of the American flag, kept in the shadows and hidden from the people.

			“Anyway, one day, a firefight broke out. Four men under my husband’s command were killed, and he was wounded. He and his men killed a dozen of the contractors,” she says. “Of course, the Blackscale operators claim there was insurgent activity. My husband disputed it. He ended up being court-martialed and discharged, and Blackscale ended up with more contracts.”

			The situation is not exactly as I imagined it to be, but it’s close enough. Now, though, I can see why this entire situation is so personal for Finnegan. I can see why he feels justified in doing what he’s doing. He lost literally everything. The monsters who were raping young girls were given millions on top of the money they were already making. I get it now, and although what Finnegan is doing is monstrous, I can’t help but feel sorry for him all the same. 

			“Mrs. Finnegan, do you know where your husband is?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I know he was staying at the family hunting lodge out by Glenfield. At least for a while. He’s not there anymore,” she tells us quietly. “But I don’t know where he is now.”  

			“How do you know he’s not there?” Astra asks gently.

			“I went out there to look for him. I knew he was going to do something terrible. All he’s talked about for a long while now is… vengeance,” she says softly, with a pointed look at us. “I didn’t think he’d do something, but… when I saw what happened out in Glenfield, I knew it was him. I knew he was busy getting the vengeance he’s wanted for so long now.” 

			I take a breath to calm myself. “Okay. You did the right thing in telling us, Mrs. Finnegan. It may not feel like it, but I swear to you that you did.”

			“What’s going to happen to my husband?”

			“We’re going to try to bring him in,” I tell her.

			“Please… please don’t kill him,” she says and sniffs loudly. “I don’t care if I have to stare at him through a sheet of glass for the next thirty years… I just want my husband alive.” 

			I frown and look down for a moment. The profile suggests that our bomber isn’t going to come in peacefully. It suggests that he’s going to want to go out in a blaze of glory and would rather shoot it out, even if it means getting himself killed in the process of apprehension. Most guys who profile like Finnegan would rather be killed in the process of apprehension, preferring death to living out their years in a concrete cell. 

			“We’re going to do our very best, Mrs. Finnegan,” I tell her. “I promise you that.” 
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			Hunting Lodge of Alexander Finnegan; Glenfield, TX

			“Blake, team two is in position,” Mo’s whispered voice comes over the comm. 

			“Copy that. Stand by,” I reply. “Hold for our go.” 

			“Copy.” 

			Astra and I hunker down at the edge of the tree line. Finnegan’s cabin stands in a clearing ringed by trees in front of us. A large lake sits behind the cabin and Mo’s team is in the woods to the west. After opening up to us about what happened to her husband overseas—and at home—Mrs. Finnegan was incredibly helpful. She let us search her house, gave us access to all his devices, and even told us how to get to his hunting lodge.

			Right now, we’ve got a team posted up at the Finnegan home monitoring her phone just in case he calls and also for her protection. It’s not unheard of for a mission-based killer to return to his home and wipe out his family once he’s completed his mission—or when it becomes clear his mission cannot be completed. I’ve instructed all the agents involved to do their best to take Finnegan alive. He’s as much a victim as he is a perpetrator.

			Ultimately, though, whether we can bring him in alive is up to him. If he chooses to go out in a blaze of glory, as some of these types of killers do, there isn’t much we can do. Protecting the lives of our team members is paramount. 

			“I’ve got no movement in the cabin,” Captain O’Neal’s voice comes over the comm. “No heat signatures on thermal either.” 

			“Great,” Astra whispers to me. “Are we going to find another dead body in there?” 

			“I hope not.”

			“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and it’ll be Finnegan’s.”

			I roll my eyes at her. “As you always say, when do we ever get that lucky?” 

			“Good point,” she replies. “Dammit.” 

			“Captain O’Neal, send the tech in to check for traps,” I order.

			“Copy that,” he replies. 

			When Mrs. Finnegan gave us the keys and a map to the cabin, we contacted Rosie to loop her in. She had us come back to the FO to brief O’Neal and Pershing, and together we set up a plan to raid the cabin. I tried to tell Rosie that it wasn’t necessary—that Finnegan’s wife had gone there herself, and her husband hadn’t been there. But Rosie wouldn’t hear of it. She refused to let us come out here without a SWAT team at our backs. 

			I watch as the tech breaks from the cover of the tree line and dashes across the fifty yards of open ground to the door. An armed SWAT agent is at his back, weapon up and at the ready. As the tech squats down at the door, I hold my breath, waiting for the whole thing to go up in a ground-shaking explosion. Each second that ticks by is excruciating. 

			“All clear,” the tech’s voice comes over the radio. “No wires.” 

			I let out the breath I’ve been holding and get to my feet. “All teams, move in.” 

			“Watch each other’s backs. Watch for pressure plates and trip wires. Take nothing for granted,” O’Neal cautions us over the comm. 

			As the SWAT team fans out to secure the area, Astra and I head for the cabin. By the time we get there, the tech already has the door open and is rooting around inside, looking for any other traps that might be hidden. I ordered Mo and Lucas to walk the grounds outside and look for evidence or anything that might tie Finnegan to the bombings. I asked them to specifically look for underground bunkers where he may be storing the other devices. 

			“You’re good to go,” the tech reports when we step inside. “I didn’t find any nasty surprises in here.”

			“And look at this,” Astra chirps. “No dead bodies for a change.” 

			The tech looks at us with a frown. “That normally a problem for you guys?” 

			“You have no idea,” Astra teases. 

			He gives us an uncertain grin and then quickly departs, making Astra laugh. 

			“Was it something I said?” she asks.

			“It’s always something you said,” I reply.

			“Yeah. That’s probably true.” 

			I move around the small one-room cabin, taking it all in. There is an old, somewhat tattered sofa sitting in front of a stone fireplace. Judging by the pillows and blankets piled on the couch—and the lack of a bed—I assume this is where Finnegan sleeps. There is a sink set into a long counter, a small two-burner stove that runs on propane, and a refrigerator. A chandelier made out of antlers hangs from the ceiling in the center of the room, and there is one wall with the heads of four animals that have been stuffed and mounted. 

			“Taxidermied animals have always creeped me out,” Astra comments. “There’s just something so wrong and so unnatural about keeping the heads of the animals you killed.” 

			“Considering what we do for a living, we should be grateful they’re animal heads,” I note.

			She screws up her face in disgust. “And you say I’m the morbid, cynical one.” 

			I laugh softly as I walk over to a large table set beneath one of the windows in the southern wall. It’s got a view of the lake beyond that’s peaceful. Serene. It doesn’t strike me as the sort of view that would inspire somebody to formulate a plan to set off six massive bombs in an urban setting. But then, I suppose I can’t relate to the sort of fury burning inside of Colonel Finnegan either. 

			The top of the table is covered in notebooks and loose papers, photographs, and a couple of Stephen King novels. Even a mass bomber needs some reading material for leisure. There are cables for a laptop and a Wi-Fi hotspot device that would let him connect with the outside world. Mrs. Finnegan gave us the laptop he kept at his house and said she didn’t know if he had another one. I’m hoping that he doesn’t and that the device his wife handed over to us will be a treasure trove of information. Rick and Nina are digging into it, so I’m keeping my fingers crossed. 

			I open one of the notebooks and see that it’s the transcripts from his court-martial. I flip through the pages, perusing the testimony given at trial, and can see that from the start, the military had its finger on the scale of justice. The deck was stacked against him from the word go.

			“What do you have?” Astra asks. 

			“Not sure how he got his hands on them, but Finnegan has the materials from his trial.” 

			“Anything interesting?” 

			“Other than it seems like he was railroaded from the jump? Nah.”

			Astra walks over and takes the notebook from me. She reads in silence for a couple of minutes, her expression growing more and more troubled with each page she turns. She finally closes the notebook with a snap and looks at me. 

			“No wonder he’s so pissed,” she says. 

			“Right?” I reply. “It doesn’t justify him going after civilians, but I can understand the rage he’s been living with for a long time now. It’s no real wonder that he finally decided to act on it.” 

			“There aren’t many killers I’ve ever felt sorry for over my career, but I have to be honest. I feel sorry for the Colonel.” 

			“So do I,” I reply. “The transcripts show that he got a raw deal. But all mention of what happened over in Al Mukkat has been redacted—at least the most sensitive parts of the affair. We still don’t have the complete picture.” 

			Astra purses her lips and looks at the notebook in her hand in silence for a minute, and I can see the wheels in her head turning. 

			“What are you thinking?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I mean, I guess ultimately, it doesn’t matter what happened over there. It doesn’t even really matter that he got railroaded,” she says. “All that matters is that Colonel Finnegan is out there blowing up buildings and murdering people.”

			“Yeah,” I say softly. “You’re right.” 

			Except that there’s more to it… at least there is from my point of view. Yes, Finnegan is a murderer, and our primary objective is to find and catch him—to prevent him from killing again. But he’s not solely to blame for what he’s doing. He had his career—his life—ripped away from him in a rigged trial. He was set up to fail by the very government he’d signed up to serve. He was set up to lose everything. Finnegan was the sacrificial lamb, so his fury is understandable. I’d like to say that in his place, I’d react differently. But I really can’t say how I’d handle things if I were in his situation. 

			“Okay, I don’t see anything of value. I’m sure he took anything he didn’t want us to find,” I say. “Let’s pack everything up and head out. I want to get back to the war room and find out what the kids have been able to pull off his laptop.” 

			“Copy that,” she says and hands me the notebook.

			I look down at it again and can feel the injustice seeping out of the pages. It isn’t often that I sympathize with a mass murderer. But this case is so complicated and so unjust that this time I do. And I’m not sure how I feel about that… or what I’m going to do about it. 
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			Conference Room 322, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“Buckle your seatbelts, folks,” Rick announces as we step into the war room. “Between Finnegan’s laptop and the burner phone you guys recovered from his house, we have everything we need to load him into Old Sparky and flip the switch.” 

			An expression of distaste crosses my face as I take my seat at the conference table. The air in the room is heavy, and when Rick doesn’t get a response from me, he shifts in his seat, looking uncomfortable all of a sudden. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to be so flippant.” 

			“It’s all right. It’s just… it’s complicated,” I say. “Finnegan was thrown under the bus. His life and his career were sacrificed so Sanderson and Blackscale wouldn’t take the hit for what they did.” 

			“And do we know what they did?” Nina asks.

			I give them a brief rundown of what Mrs. Finnegan shared with us, and I see a look of absolute horror dawning on her face. She licks her lips and looks away, a complex web of emotion scrolling across her face. Even Rick looks sickened by what I told them. They take a moment to process the enormity of the situation.

			“My question is, why did he leave these things at his house?” Mo asks, trying to pivot and lead us in a different direction. “I mean, he had to know that we’d eventually figure out who he is and come knocking on his front door.” 

			“He wanted us to have all of this,” I say. “I think he underestimated how quickly we would find him, but I think he wanted us to have all the information.”

			“Why in the hell would he want to give us the nails to drive into his own coffin?” Lucas asks. “That makes no sense.”

			Astra gives me a nod as if she’s following my train of thought. “He wants us to understand why he’s doing what he’s doing,” she says. “He didn’t think, though, that we would figure all of this out until he’d completed his mission.” 

			“Which means he’s not anticipating coming out of this alive,” Mo adds, picking up and following our reasoning. 

			“Bingo,” I nod. 

			The room falls quiet as everybody absorbs what we’ve all just said. There’s a palpable tension in the air, and it looks like even though not everybody understands Finnegan’s true motives and still clings to the horror of the monstrous acts he’s out there committing, they’re starting to see how complex this situation is. And maybe they’re even starting to feel the same sort of sympathy for him that I do. If only a little bit. 

			“Well, for what it’s worth, Finnegan saved all his chats with Vogel. We’ve got their initial chats where they discussed the bombs, the negotiation of the price—which was a hundred grand for each device if you’re curious—and finally the location of the meet to take possession of the bombs. Which, of course, is the warehouse where you found Vogel dead,” Rick tells us. “He’s given us everything with a pretty red bow on top of it. Everything we’ll need to turn over to Justice for his trial. Assuming there is a trial.” 

			“Which seems like a pretty big assumption at this point,” Astra notes. 

			“Guys,” Nina says, her voice soft but tense. “I found something you are going to want to see. It’s a video file.” 

			“Put it up on the screen,” I say. 

			“Copy that,” she says. 

			A moment later, the monitors on the wall come to life, and we’re staring into the face of Alexander Finnegan. I can see the stuffed heads in the background and know he’s filming at his hunting lodge. He’s dressed in his class-A uniform adorned with all the ribbons and medals he earned over a long and illustrious career. A career that will now be forgotten—a footnote—thanks to his extraordinarily monstrous actions. And the people that put him on this path won’t face a single consequence. They never do. 

			The video starts to play:

			“My name is Alexander Augustus Finnegan. I am a Colonel in the US Army and have devoted the last thirty years of my life to helping protect this country that I love, and as per the oath I took upon enlisting, ensuring life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are guaranteed to everybody. But I record this testimony as a confession of the activities I am currently engaged in. I have had my reputation and my career destroyed by men and women in positions of power acting in bad faith. I have been judged and convicted, stripped of my rank and all the benefits conferred. They have taken everything from me, and I have no recourse.

			“As such, I am committed to holding those responsible for my situation accountable for what they have done. My tactics will be brutal, and I have no doubt everybody viewing this testimony will be appalled by my actions. I do not blame you for that. I do not blame you for thinking me a monster. This is what they have forced me to become. I apologize in advance to those caught up in this reckoning who had nothing to do with it. I would like to eliminate civilian casualties, but I am unfortunately unable to do so. I don’t expect your forgiveness. I don’t deserve it. Believe me when I say it is distasteful but necessary.”

			His words are sharp. Crisp. His speech is direct and efficient. There’s no emotion behind his words. This is nothing but a dry recitation of the facts, as he sees them. Colonel Finnegan wants his story to get out—needs it to get out—and he doesn’t want there to be any muddying of the waters or spin on his words. He’s telling us exactly what he’s doing and why so there is no misunderstanding.

			“On thirteen August, 2021, myself and two members of my unit, stationed in Al Mukkat, Iraq, came across private contractors attached to Blackscale Security Solutions under the command of Colonel Nate Andrews and Captain Bradley James sexually assaulting a fourteen-year-old Iraqi girl. I placed multiple phone calls to forward command as well as to the Justice Department back in the States, imploring them to take this seriously and do something about it. They never did. 

			“Three weeks after we discovered the assault, my unit had an altercation with that same unit of Blackscale contractors. Tensions were high, and I admit that I did not do nearly enough to de-escalate the situation. It resulted in the contractors opening fire on my men and the civilians of Al Mukkat. Four of my men were killed, and I was wounded in the action. Twenty-three Iraqi civilians—seven of them children under the age of ten—also lost their lives. We returned fire after being engaged and killed twelve of the contractors. 

			“The official record does not reflect this massacre, nor do the transcripts of the sham of a court-martial I received after I was blamed for the action in Al Mukkat. All traces of this atrocity have been wiped away, and the Department of Defense denies it ever took place. You can look, but you will not find any mention of it anywhere. This was done so that Trent Sanderson, President and CEO of Blackscale Security Solutions, would be protected. This was done by his enablers within our government and our military chain of command. And after this massacre, Mr. Sanderson was awarded contracts that totaled one hundred and fifty million dollars.” 

			Everybody around the table whistles low and mutters under their breath. The picture is finally starting to come into focus for them, and it seems clear that they’re as appalled by what they’re seeing as I am.

			“The official record does not contain any of this information because those in positions of power have scrubbed and sanitized it. However, they were not able to sanitize the video that was taken that day in Al Mukkat. This video record will go to prove that I am innocent of that which they convicted me of and that those in positions of power have covered it up—as they’ve covered up similar atrocities for years. This is unacceptable and needs to stop. We need to force these monsters out of the shadows and into the light. 

			“As I said, I do not ask for your forgiveness. I do not deserve it. My actions are monstrous. I am a monster, and I accept that. But please, view the video. Share it. See for yourself what the true monsters are hiding. Let’s spread a little sunlight on those darkened places and demand accountability. Demand that those very people safeguarding our liberty are worthy of that mantle of power. View this video and demand transparency.

			“I am genuinely sorry for what I am doing. For what I have done. I am genuinely sorry to all those impacted by my actions. I don’t ask you to forgive me, but I do ask you to understand. I love my country and believe we need to demand better of our leaders. I have tried to make that change, but I have been overlooked and cast aside. They won’t be able to ignore me now. Thank you…”

			The video ends, and Finnegan disappears from our screen. I sit back in my chair and let out a long breath, feeling my pulse racing and the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. For a one-man show where he did nothing but recite dry facts, it was intense viewing, and I feel emotionally drained. A quick look around the table shows me that I’m not alone in that. 

			“Do you want to see the video from Al Mukkat?” Nina asks. “It’s in this digital file too.”

			I nod. “Play it.” 

			The video starts benignly enough. It shows Finnegan and some of his men laughing and chopping it up with some Iraqi kids as they play soccer on a dirt field. Adults—presumably the parents of the kids—line the field, watching and cheering them on. The person behind the camera is shouting teasing insults at his troopmates when the kids score a goal on them. Everybody seems to be having a good time, and it’s hard not to see how much Finnegan’s men love and respect him. 

			But then, offscreen, angry, shouting voices can be heard. The camera pans over, and we can see some of the Blackscale men approaching the soccer field. They’re all armed and are shouting and pointing at Finnegan and his men. Somewhere offscreen—but definitely from the Blackscale side of the divide—a gunshot rings out. And then all hell breaks loose. The images from the camera are jerky as the cameraman runs, but then he ducks down behind some wooden crates. After a moment, he stands up again and continues filming the scene unfolding on the soccer field. 

			The chatter of automatic gunfire echoes through the compound. The video shows US soldiers as well as Iraqi civilians lying dead on the ground in pools of their own blood. We see the Blackscale operatives firing into the crowd and more bodies dropping, and we hear the panicked screams of families as they run away. We see Colonel Finnegan, bleeding from a bullet hole in his shoulder, lying protectively over one of his wounded men, returning fire on the operatives with his handgun. 

			Shouting voices are heard, and the camera pans over to show Colonel Andrews of Blackscale, waving his arms and shouting to cease fire. Slowly, the sound of gunfire fades, and all that can be heard is the pained groaning of the wounded and the shrieking wails of the grieving. Andrews grabs a second man by the collar and nearly yanks him off his feet as he spins him around. That second man is Captain Bradley James. Andrews shouts at his men to return to their compound, appearing to be dressing them all down. But when he turns to leave, he casts a look back at the fallen US soldiers and smirks. The video goes on to show Andrews catching up with James and giving him a subtle pat on the back. 

			The video ends, and we all sit in stunned silence, staring at the darkened screen. Nobody speaks for a full two minutes as we process and digest everything we’ve just seen. It’s one thing to know an atrocity was committed. It’s another thing entirely to see that atrocity play out right before your very eyes. Finnegan must have known how explosive this video was—and how likely it was to go missing if he’d presented it to his superiors. He’d obviously kept it hidden as an insurance policy—as a means of protecting himself and his men the same way he’d shielded that one young soldier with his own body. 

			“Jesus,” Astra finally groans, breaking the silence. 

			“Yeah,” is all I can say. “It doesn’t change what he’s done, nor the fact that he needs to be punished for it. But it certainly provides some context.” 

			“Just a bit,” Lucas mutters. 

			The doors to the war room slide open with a hiss, and I’m on my feet and spinning around in the blink of an eye. Rosie is walking in alongside a tall, rigid man in the US Army’s class-A uniform. He’s got that stern, militaristic bearing, a strong jawline, bright green eyes, and hair that’s starting to gray at the temples, affording him a look of wisdom and gravitas. 

			“Chief Wilder,” Rosie says. “I’d like you to meet Colonel Clark Hayes. Colonel Hayes, this is Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder.”

			“Colonel Hayes, it’s nice to meet you.” 

			“Ma’am,” he greets me with a stiff nod. 

			The way he’s looking at me reminds me of the way a rattlesnake looks at a field mouse just before it strikes. His eyes are sharp, and he seems to be looking into me. It’s as if he’s plumbing the depths of my soul with just a glance. There’s a sense of quiet intimidation about him that I’m not a big fan of, and my gut instinct tells me he’s not here to offer us any sort of help or support. I know the look he’s giving me. God knows I’ve seen it often enough from men in my career. He’s not here to help; he’s here to try to bully and intimidate what he wants out of me. 

			I glance around the room and see everybody turning back to their computers, giving off the appearance of being busy. I know my team, though, and know they’re listening to every word and watching from the corners of their eyes. Bunch of snoops. I step closer to where Rosie and her new friend are standing and fold my arms over my chest, adopting a stern look of my own that says I will not be bullied nor intimidated by anybody. 

			“So, what can I do for you, Colonel?” I start. 

			“Chief Wilder, I am the legal attaché for General Winchester Scott, Commanding General of the United States Army,” he says crisply.

			“That sounds like an extremely important job,” I say and catch the warning that flashes through Rosie’s eyes. She’s never appreciated my fine-tuned sense of sarcasm. 

			Colonel Hayes smirks. “A very important job, ma’am,” he says. “And one of my duties is to make sure that nothing that could tarnish the image of our fine institution or undermine the confidence the public has in us ever comes to light.”

			I suddenly know why he’s here and what he wants. What I don’t know is, how he knows about the existence of the video.

			“So… you’re a fixer,” I say. 

			“It sounds so coarse, but in a manner of speaking, yes. You’re right.” 

			“Well, we’re conducting an investigation into a US Army Colonel who’s gone rogue and is murdering a whole bunch of people,” I tell him. “I’d say just based on that fact, you’re going to have a whole bunch of fixing to do.” 

			“Let’s not play games, Chief Wilder,” he says, his voice cold. “I know about the video. Colonel Finnegan sent us a copy of it along with his… manifesto.” 

			“Manifesto? Talk about sounding coarse,” I reply. “What I saw was the confession of a man who knows what he’s doing is evil but has been run through a woodchipper by the same Army he pledged his life to and has no recourse—” 

			“Blake,” Rosie cuts me off. 

			“No, it’s all right, SAC Espinoza,” Hayes says. “Chief Wilder has confirmed what I thought. That she has the video.” 

			“Do I though?” I ask with a saccharine-sweet smile on my face. 

			“You would be wise to hand it over to me,” Hayes tells me.

			“I’ve never been known for my wisdom.” 

			“Let me make this clear, Chief Wilder. If you do not hand me that video, right now, you’re opening a Pandora’s Box of trouble all over yourself,” he growls. 

			Hayes stands up ramrod straight, trying to use his height to intimidate me. He may have a few inches on me, but I mirror his movement, narrow my eyes, and clench my jaw as I glare at him in return. Men like Hayes are used to women who back down—used to getting their way through fear and threats alone. Sadly, for him, I’m not one of those people. I won’t wither and cower under his icy glare. That’s just not who I am.

			“Even if I had this alleged video you’re speaking of, I’m under no legal obligation to turn it over to you, since it would, in theory, be evidence in an ongoing federal investigation,” I growl. “Now, unless you’ve got a warrant for the retrieval of this evidence that I may or may not have, you can turn right around and get the hell out of here. We’ve got work to do.” 

			Hayes gives me that dead-eyed stare I’m sure he uses on people all the time to get what he wants out of them. His job really does have a lot in common with a mob fixer. I wonder if he realizes that. Or maybe he does and simply relishes the role and the edge he thinks it gives him. 

			“You’re playing with fire, Chief Wilder,” he finally says. “You’ll want to take care that you don’t get burned by it.” 

			“Been burned plenty of times in my life, Colonel Hayes,” I shoot back, matching the intensity in his voice. “It’s never stopped me from doing the right thing before, and it certainly won’t now just because some dead-eyed jerk in a fancy uniform thinks he can bully me—”

			“Blake! Stop!” Astra finally snaps. 

			A predatory smirk flickers across his lips. “I’ll be seeing you again, Chief Wilder.”

			“This meeting was so unenjoyable, and I find you to be such an unpleasant person, let’s hope not,” I fire back. 

			He turns on his heel and marches out of the war room, and after casting a darkly worried look at me, Rosie follows him out. I wait until the doors close, partly to give myself a chance to gather my wits, then turn around to face my team. They’re all giving me the same wide-eyed, slack-jawed look of horror.

			“Blake,” Astra whispers. “What in the hell did you just do?”

			“What, you weren’t watching? Should I call Hayes back here and we can do it for you all over again?” I ask.

			“Blake, this isn’t a laughing matter,” Mo presses. “If you don’t turn over that video, it could be the end of your career. Those people are not playing around.” 

			“It won’t be.”

			“It could,” Lucas says. “You’re messing with the Commanding General of the US. He answers only to the Army’s Chief of Staff… who answers to the President! You are playing some high-level games with people who clearly don’t like you.”

			“Not the first time,” I shrug. “Now, let’s get back to work. We do still have a bomber to catch, people. Let’s not forget why we’re here.” 

			“Blake,” Astra says softly. “What’s the plan here? I mean, I hate to say it, but that guy is right. You may have just opened up a target on your back.”

			“Not the first time for that either,” I say. “Now… Finnegan.” 

			“Blake—”

			“Enough!” I roar.

			The fury in my voice makes everybody flinch. They’re not used to me snapping at them, and truth be told, I don’t like doing it. But the back and forth is counterproductive and is getting us no closer to finding the remaining bombs. 

			“Listen, guys, I appreciate your concern. I do. But we have more pressing things to deal with right now. We are quite literally on a clock right now,” I start. “And I have no plan, Astra. I’m going by my gut and doing what I think is right. And I know if I turn that video over, it will disappear, and nobody will ever know what drove Colonel Finnegan to this point. Nobody will ever know he’s innocent of what the Army convicted him of.” 

			“But, if you leak that to the press, they will end your career. You know that, right? You know if you leak that, you’re done. Right?” Astra presses. 

			The truth is, I haven’t thought that far ahead just yet. I simply reacted to the situation in front of me, which, historically, hasn’t always been my best move. But I’m hip-deep in it now, and I’ll figure it out. I always do. All I know is what Finnegan is doing is inexcusable, but so was what was done to him. Why should he be the only one who’s made to pay for their crimes? 

			“Let’s get back to work,” I say. “We need to catch Finnegan before he strikes again.”  
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			Conference Room 322, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			“Okay, Nina,” I start. “I don’t suppose Finnegan left a list of his intended targets hidden somewhere on his computer, did he?” 

			She shakes her head. “Negative. In fact, I’ve been through this thing every which way possible, and he scrubbed it all. The only things he left on it were the video files.”

			“The things he wanted us to find,” Astra notes. 

			“Right.” 

			As we get back into the work, some of the tension in the room dissipates, but not all of it. I can still see Astra casting sideways looks at me, her face etched with concern. Yeah, by squaring off with Mr. Legal Attaché, I might have caused myself a lot of trouble. It’s possible I might have blown up my career. While I doubt they can fire me for what I did—we are in the middle of a federal investigation after all—they could strip me of my rank and then send me to Outer Mongolia. Or Wyoming. They’re about the same thing.

			It’s possible, yes. But I would rather take the hit for doing something than reap the rewards of doing something wrong. To me, perpetuating the cover-up of a massacre while letting somebody else, an innocent man at that, take the fall for it all, just doesn’t sit right with me. In fact, that’s wrong on levels too great to even comprehend. I won’t be a party to that. I won’t lie. I won’t further this cover-up. And I sure as hell won’t let somebody innocent of a crime they’ve been convicted of be railroaded and stay silent about it. 

			Colonel Finnegan was convicted of gross negligence. He was convicted of conduct unbecoming an officer. And he was convicted of dereliction of duty. Those charges are enough to merit the punishment he received. Or would be, if he were guilty of any of them. I also find it interesting that even in a sealed proceeding, Finnegan wasn’t charged with, let alone convicted of, the mass murder of twenty-three Iraqi civilians. Nobody was. It’s almost like the old saying about a tree falling in the forest: if nobody is charged with their deaths, did the Iraqis really die? 

			I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to stave off the pounding headache I feel coming on, and take a moment to gather and refocus my thoughts and energy. What happens to me isn’t something I can afford to think about right now. I’ll burn that bridge when I come to it. Right now, I need to put myself into Finnegan’s mind. I need to think like he’s thinking. It’s not easy to do, but it’s the only way we’re going to get ahead of him since up to now, he’s been three steps ahead of us this whole time. 

			“Okay, let’s dig into the information we have,” I tell the team. “Everything we need is going to be in there. It has to be.”

			“What do you mean?” Mo asks. 

			“We need to think like him. We need to feel what he’s feeling right now,” I say.

			“I think all he’s feeling is rage,” Astra notes.

			“Exactly. And who is he going to want to vent that rage on?” I ask. 

			“The people who put him in his current position?” Lucas asks. 

			“That’s what I think too,” I reply. “So, we need to go through all the information we have right now and start putting people and places he’d find significant into a list. Obviously, the Blackscale compound was his biggest priority. He wanted to kill them all first.” 

			“But he didn’t end up killing them all,” Astra points out. “And he couldn’t guarantee his bomb would kill them all. So, I think he’s going to go after any of Blackscale’s command staff who are still left alive. Rick—”

			“On it,” he says as he bangs away at his keyboard. 

			We give him a minute, all of us sitting on the edges of our seats as we wait for him to come back with some names. And when he finally stops typing and looks up, we all flinch a little, as if startled by the sudden silence. 

			“Right. There are three former Blackscale commanders who were in Iraq at the same time as Finnegan. And they, in fact, were in Al Mukkat, according to the records I dug up,” he says. “Major Layton Winningham, Captain Chester Wohl, and Lieutenant Melissa McGrath. All three are still in the Dallas area. Winningham is an attorney, Wohl is a radiology tech, and McGrath is a guidance counselor at Erastus Smith High School.” 

			“Okay, good. That’s good. That gives us a place to start,” I say. “What about the lawyers who prosecuted Finnegan during his court martial? What happened to them?” 

			“Sara Kenner, the lead prosecutor, is now in private practice—a lawyer to the stars and is making six to seven figures annually. Her second chair, Christian Herrera is now a military trial judge with the JAG Corps,” Nina reads off. “And the military trial judge who presided over the case, Hobart McLellan, retired from the military and is now a federal judge in the Seventh Circuit.” 

			“Well, everybody seems to have done pretty well for themselves,” Astra says. 

			“What about Finnegan’s defense counsel?” I ask.

			“Tobias Park is dead,” Nina says. “Hit and run while he was out jogging. This was about two weeks after the trial.” 

			The room falls quiet, and we all look at one another, almost as if we’re trying to confirm for ourselves that everybody else heard what we did.

			“So, the only person who could potentially produce the evidence that would exonerate Finnegan dies in a hit-and-run? And all the while, those involved in the cover-up all advanced up the food chain,” Lucas starts. “I’ve never been big on conspiracy theories, but I’m kind of thinking I may need to go get myself fitted for a tin foil hat here.” 

			“I’ll go with you,” Astra says. 

			“But if we’re going down that path, why not murder Finnegan too? I mean, he’s the one with the damning information,” Mo adds. 

			“Probably because they don’t know what he did with the information,” Astra offers. “They couldn’t guarantee that he didn’t set it up to release upon his death, and they couldn’t take the chance. So, they did the next best thing—they discredited and destroyed him.” 

			“And now, with him running around blowing things up and killing people, they can reasonably paint him as an unhinged lunatic,” Lucas says. “He played right into their hands.” 

			“I don’t think he cares about that anymore,” I say. “All he cares about is bringing attention to the atrocity Blackscale committed… in exposing all those shadows to some sunlight. That’s his mission. His real mission.” 

			“I hate to be the one to bring it up,” Rick starts. “But they were allegedly willing to kill Finnegan’s attorney to prevent him from releasing any potentially damaging evidence, right? I mean, that’s what we’re saying here, isn’t it?” 

			I nod. “Yeah, I think that’s exactly what we’re saying.”

			“Then what does that mean for you, boss? General Stick-Up-His-Butt who just left is pretty damn sure you’ve got the video. If they killed the lawyer for it… what do you think they’re going to do to you?” Rick asks. “And not for nothing, but are we going to get caught in this big murdery web of death and destruction too?” 

			That’s the problem with reacting to somebody before you stop and think about it. There are a lot of things that come up in the post-mortem of the event, questions that need to be answered, that you don’t know what to do because you reacted. You didn’t stop to think things through. It’s one reason I suck at chess. 

			“I honestly don’t know how to answer that, Rick. I’m guilty of simply reacting to Hayes without thinking it through. I want to say that all of you are safe and that the weight is going to fall on me,” I tell him. “But the truth is, I have no idea how this is all going to shake out. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry that my actions could impact your lives like this.” 

			“Knock it off,” Astra says. “I can only speak for myself, but what these people did to Finnegan—what they continue to do—is beyond wrong. I’ve got your back. If we don’t blow the whistle and keep letting them get away with this, we’re no better than they are. Whatever you have to do and whatever the consequences, I’m with you.” 

			“Thank you, Astra, but—” 

			“Up-bup-bup,” she cuts me off with a chiding finger wave. “I’ve got your back. Now and always.” 

			A swell of emotion wells up within me as I look at my best friend. As I look around the table, though, I feel a tremor of fear pass through me as I think about what might happen. The Pandora’s Box I opened isn’t going to hit me alone. It’s going to hit everybody. And because I know it is, I need to give everybody a chance to save themselves.

			“Look, I screwed up by getting you caught up in all this, and I’m sorry for that. But there’s a chance that this is all going to go sideways in the worst way possible. When we get back to Seattle, I want all of you to consider the situation,” I start. “Don’t answer me now, and don’t say anything. But I want you to think about your futures, your lives, and the lives of your loved ones. These people are willing to kill, and they’re willing to destroy your lives to protect their secrets. We know that. And I can’t sit by and let it happen anymore. So, I want you all to consider whether this is worth it to you. And then think about transferring out of my unit. Get somewhere safe. Somewhere far away from the fallout.” 

			Lucas and Mo both open their mouths to say something, but I hold my hand up, cutting them off, and shake my head.

			“Like I said, don’t answer me now,” I say. “Take some time to think about it, and we can all talk about it when we get home.” 

			“All right,” Astra says. “What’s next?” 

			“We’ve got a list. Let’s get with Rosie, the SWAT commanders, and the EOD techs,” I say. “Let’s brief them, then find some bombs and Finnegan, and end this.” 
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			Law Office of Sara Kenner; Dallas, TX

			We’ve got so many locations to cover that we can’t hit them all even with a full complement of troops at our backs. We’re having to do the best that we can. We staged our mobile command center in the center of the city, anticipating that all of Finnegan’s targets will be somewhere within the Dallas metro area. That would be best case scenario and is what I’m hoping for. History tells me to not get my hopes up though. It’s a thought that sends a shadow across my heart knowing what failing or getting it wrong would mean. 

			I’ve split up my team and have each of us heading to different locations with a pair of SWAT agents at our backs. Captain Walters and the EOD techs are staged at the mobile command center and will dispatch the moment we send them word that we’ve found a device. Rosie told us the pressure from the mayor to evacuate the city is only getting more intense, but still agrees that sending the city of Dallas and its population of millions into a panic is only going to get more people hurt and killed. 

			Before we left the mobile command post, she told me she can fend off the mayor—for now. But she cautioned me that we need to get this right because his fear will eventually overcome his patience and he’ll order the evac, and there will be nothing she can do about it. 

			“Are you ready?” Captain O’Neal asks.

			I nod. “Good to go.” 

			We climb out of the SUV and approach the two-story, red brick and white clapboard, ranch-style home that’s been converted from a dwelling into the law office of Sara Kenner. It sits alone on a double lot in a part of town that’s being gentrified and developed. Small businesses are being built and moving into the area—boutique shops, cafes, and coffee houses. It’s been named one of the up-and-coming neighborhoods in the city. 

			The exterior of Kenner’s office is beautifully maintained with professional landscaping that’s well-manicured. She’s got both the American flag and the state flag of Texas on a pole in her front yard and a red Range Rover parked in the driveway. The house gives off a simple and comfortable feel, and aside from the sign beside the door that bears her name and title, you’d never know this was a law office at all. 

			Captain O’Neal and I head up the walk, and just before we get to the low porch made of marbled red brick, the hair on the back of my neck stands up and goosebumps march up and down my skin. I swallow hard and quickly draw my sidearm.

			“Something’s wrong,” I announce.

			“What is it?” 

			“I’m not sure yet. But I can feel it.” 

			“Okay, get behind me,” O’Neal orders. 

			“No.”

			With my weapon leading the way, I step onto the porch, and that’s when I see the door is slightly ajar. I point it out to O’Neal, who steps forward. As I kneel down with my weapon raised and ready, he pushes the door open gently with the barrel of his rifle. The door swings inward slowly, giving off a faint high-pitched squeal as it does. There is nothing but silence coming from inside the house, which makes the knots in my stomach constrict. 

			O’Neal scans the doorway and then turns his eyes to me. “I don’t see any wires but be careful,” he orders me. “Watch where you step.” 

			“Copy that.” 

			I follow him in, and the minute I step into the house, I can smell the blood. It’s hard to describe, and it’s not something anybody who hasn’t been around a lot of blood can truly understand. But when you’re well versed in blood—and let’s face it, I have been since I found my parents lying in pools of it—you can smell it. 

			“Body,” O’Neal states simply.

			Just beyond the foyer is what would have been the living room but has been remodeled and converted into the reception and waiting room. Just around a corner, I see the feet of our victim sticking out. O’Neal continues deeper into the house as I step into the waiting room and see it’s not just one, but two bodies on the ground. One woman, whom I assume is Kenner’s assistant, and the other is a man I vaguely recognize. I think he’s a professional athlete. Both have been shot, once in the chest and once in the head. Both are DOA. 

			“Wilder,” O’Neal calls. “House is clear. Get your ass back here.” 

			I turn and dash down the hallway, and as I near the room in the back—Kenner’s office, I presume—I hear the sound of muffled cries. Stepping into the room, I see O’Neal pulling the gag out of the woman’s mouth. She’s about my age with mousy brown hair and brown eyes that are wild with the terror on her face. 

			The woman I presume to be Sara Kenner has plastic cuffs around her wrists that are holding her to the captain’s chair behind her desk. She’s got some bruises and cuts on a face that’s smeared with blood, and when I step around the desk, I grimace. Her right ankle is bent at an unnatural angle. The bone has burst through the skin, and a small pool of blood is forming on the ground beneath her. There’s a hand-held sledgehammer sitting in the corner that I assume is what Finnegan used to shatter her ankle. 

			“Wilder?” O’Neal draws my attention and points at something behind me. 

			I turn around and instantly feel my heart drop into my stomach. On the other side of the room, tucked behind the door, is a tall steel barrel. There are wires coming out of it that are attached to a timer sitting on the metal top. The countdown reads one hour and forty-three minutes and is winding down as I stand there staring at it. 

			“Jesus,” I whisper. 

			I swallow hard and close my eyes, doing my best to steel myself. When I feel composed enough, I turn around and face Kenner. She looks at me as tears fall from her red-rimmed eyes. Up to this point, she hasn’t said a word, either because the pain from her ankle is too great or she’s just too scared to speak. Either way, I don’t care. There isn’t much I want to hear from her right now anyway. 

			“Captain O’Neal,” I say. “Can you call the paramedics and the EOD techs and have them come out here to collect the bodies and disarm the bomb?” 

			“Copy that,” he says then steps out of the room.

			“Do you know why this is happening to you?” I ask.

			Kenner licks her lips and swallows. “H—he’s crazy. That man. He came in here, shot my assistant and my client, then hit me with that hammer. He’s lost his mind.” 

			“Yeah, well, let’s not sit here and pretend that you didn’t have a little something to do with that,” I tell her. 

			“What are you talking about?” she demands.

			“You didn’t recognize your assailant?” 

			The woman winces in pain but shakes her head. “No. I didn’t.”

			“Does the name Colonel Alexander Finnegan ring a bell?” 

			Kenner’s eyes widen, though this time the pain has nothing to do with it. The fear on her face deepens, and the tears flow down her face faster. I run a hand through my hair and clear my throat, reminding myself that I’m not here to do anything but save this woman. That is my purpose here. That is my mission. Everything else, including my feelings about it all, is secondary.

			After holstering my weapon, I pull the knife out of my pocket and open it. Stepping over to Kenner, I cut through her bonds then refold the blade and drop it back into my pocket and reach down for her. 

			“Come on,” I tell her. “Get up on your good foot and let me help you out of this place.” 

			With my arm around her waist, I help her limp through the house. When we get to the junction that will lead us to the front door or back into the waiting area, Kenner looks over and bites back a sob. O’Neal comes back into the house, his weapon slung over his shoulder, and scoops her up, carrying her as if she weighs nothing at all. 

			“EOD and the medics are on the way. Fifteen minutes out,” he tells me. “I know we’ve got an hour forty-five, but let’s get out of this house just in case.”

			“You don’t have to tell me twice,” I say. 

			“I—I’m sorry,” Kenner says, her voice wavering. “I didn’t know—”

			“Save it,” I tell her. “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.” 

			k

			By the time we get Sara Kenner on the bus and on the way to the hospital then make it back to the staging area, the other teams are already there. We congregate at the command tent where Rosie and SAC Fitzpatrick are holding court. There’s still a buzz of anticipation and concern in the air around us and plenty of worried faces. We’ve made headway but everybody knows this is still very far from being over. 

			“Thanks to the efforts of everybody here, we’ve managed to locate and disarm four of the remaining five devices,” Rosie says. “But we’ve still got one out there. We need to find it, folks. Anybody have any bright ideas? Any thoughts on where we might find it?” 

			There’s a ripple of mutters that passes through the assembled crowd, but nobody is stepping forward with any bright ideas. I sit down on a low, concrete wall that surrounds the center island in the middle of the park and try to figure out what’s bothering me—what’s been bothering me since Kenner’s place. 

			“Penny for your thoughts,” Astra says as she sits down beside me. 

			“I’m just trying to figure out where this bomb is.”

			“That’s going around.”

			“Where are Lucas and Mo?” I ask. 

			“They’re over with SWAT. I think they’re considering a career change.” 

			“It might not be the worst idea ever,” I mutter. “You should think about it too.” 

			Astra eyes me evenly. “Blake, what are you planning on doing?” 

			I look away for a moment, letting my eyes wander over the crowd. This case has gotten so complicated, I don’t know what I’m thinking exactly. Finnegan is a bad guy. The scene at Kenner’s house reinforced that notion for me. He tortured that woman. It wasn’t enough to kill her outright. He wanted her to watch as the final minutes of her life ticked by. He wanted her to see each and every grain of sand falling through the hourglass with the knowledge that when the clock hit zero, her life would be over. It had to be agonizing. If we hadn’t…

			And that’s when the thought hits me so hard, I jump to my feet. Astra gets up beside me, putting her hand on my arm as if to steady me.

			“What is it? What’s going on?” she asks. 

			“Come on,” I say. 

			I lead Astra through the crowd, and we step over to the table beneath the command tent where Rosie and Fitzpatrick are. They look up as we approach. Their faces are grim, and they look like they’re desperate for a hit of good news. 

			“What is it, Blake?” Rosie asks. 

			“Did it strike you as odd that the four bombs we found were actually pretty easy to find?” I start. “I mean, if we hadn’t gotten there in time, things would have gotten messy. But didn’t it seem odd that we were able to find them all with plenty of time to spare?” 

			“I didn’t really think about it,” she admits. “What are you getting at?” 

			“I think that just like the Harvin house, these bombs were all a diversion,” I explain. “They were a way to get us looking in the wrong direction.” 

			“But the bombs were all wired to people who were attached to his trial,” Fitzpatrick points out. “He was trying to blow these people up.”

			“He was. And he wanted us to see that he was trying. Like I said, he probably would have been happy enough if we hadn’t gotten to them in time. In that case, it would have caused even more chaos and distraction,” I tell them. “That would have served his purposes just fine as well. But I think those bombs were a diversion. I mean, he didn’t even make an effort to conceal them. He just left them sitting out for us to find.” 

			“Why would he want us to find them though?” Rosie asks. 

			“To keep us busy. To distract us from his real target,” I say.

			“And what is his real target?” 

			“The one place we didn’t think of before,” I tell them. “The place where this whole mess began. Where his life and his career ended.”

			“Fort Hood,” Astra whispers. “Jesus, it never occurred to me because it’s a military base. There’s no way he could get on base. Is there?” 

			“He’s a resourceful guy. He’s known for his skill and his strategic ability,” I tell them. “If there’s somebody who knows how to get around base security, it’s going to be Finnegan.” 

			Rosie glances at her watch. “It’s a two-and-a-half-hour drive from here,” she says. “And if you’re right about these bombs being a diversion, he’s got a massive head start on us.”

			“He might already be there,” Fitzpatrick says. “Or at least, very close to it.”  

			Rosie and Fitzpatrick both gnaw on their bottom lips, indecision coloring their expressions. This is it. This is the whole ball game right here. If I’m right, we might still be able to get there in time to stop it from happening. If I’m wrong, though, and that final bomb is on the same timer as the others, it’s going to go off somewhere in this city in a little more than an hour. Hundreds will be killed. Maybe thousands. 

			Rosie turns to Fitzpatrick. “What do you think?” 

			She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I mean… it makes sense,” she says. “But this is one hell of a roll of the dice.” 

			“If we’re going to go, we need to go now, Rosie,” I press. “I’ll leave Mo and Lucas here, and they can lead the search in the other places we listed around the city.” 

			“Okay. But get to the airfield,” Rosie says. “I’ll call ahead and have choppers and a SWAT team ready to roll.” 

			“I’ll call Ft. Hood and get clearance for you guys,” Fitzpatrick adds. 

			“Good. Astra, let’s go,” I say.

			“Blake,” Rosie calls and I turn around. “Good luck.” 

			“Thanks.” 
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			Ft. Hood Administrative and Judicial Complex; Killeen, TX

			We’re leaping off the choppers almost before they touch down and sprinting toward the transport trucks that are waiting. It took us a little less than an hour to get to Ft. Hood from Dallas, but we weren’t able to overcome the head start Finnegan had on us. By the time we touched down, the base was already on lockdown, and the administrative building had been surrounded by the military police and troops on duty. 

			The trucks come to a screeching halt behind the perimeter the MPs had set up. Astra and I hop out of the truck, shadowed by our SWAT escorts, and find our way over to the incident commander, a hard-looking man with the eagles of a colonel on the shoulders of his digicamo uniform. He looks to be in his mid-fifties and has a grizzled look about him. His jawline is strong, and his face has deep lines etched into his golden complexion. He’s wearing his uniform cap, but I can see that his hair is short and iron gray, and he’s got dark flinty eyes. 

			The man just looks like a military commander. At least, he looks like the military commanders I’ve seen in the movies. He just carries himself with that kind of bearing. He turns to us as we approach and extends his hand. 

			“Colonel Marlon Moore,” he says. “Deputy Base Commander.” 

			“Black Cell Unit Chief Wilder,” I reply as I shake his hand. “This is SSA Russo and SWAT Captain O’Neal. What’s the situation here?” 

			“We have a heavily armed gunman in the courthouse. He’s isolated in hearing room Alpha 2-C, and we know he’s got four hostages inside,” he says curtly. “Our negotiators have been in contact with him, and he says he’s already planted an explosive device somewhere in the building. He has not issued any demands so far. Right now, he’s just waiting.” 

			“Waiting? For what? Has he said?” I ask. 

			Moore shakes his head. “He’s only issued one demand so far. He demanded to speak with you,” he tells us.

			“With me?” 

			He nods. “Yes, ma’am. He said that when you arrived, he wanted you sent in to speak to him,” he tells us. “We were ordered to stand down and to not breach the building. So, what I want to know is, what’s going on here, ma’am?” 

			Moore is part of the same military that set up Finnegan, so I know I can’t let myself trust him. He may not have a hand in any of this, but I can’t afford to take any chances. The situation is volatile enough. I know, though, that I have to tell him something just to get him on board with the program. We need to make him an ally rather than an adversary. 

			“The man inside is Colonel Alexander Finnegan, and he is wanted in connection with multiple bombings and dozens of deaths. So, you need to take the threat of him having a bomb in that building very seriously,” I tell him. 

			“I’ve heard of him,” Moore says. “Isn’t he the one who massacred that village in Iraq?”

			“Something like that. Look, the situation is very complicated, Colonel,” I tell him. “But the ATF was right in telling you to stand down. If he hasn’t issued any demands and hasn’t detonated the bomb, we can assume it’s because he wants to talk.”

			“That’s a big assumption, Chief Wilder.”

			“It’s really not,” I reply. “Listen, we’re profilers, and we’ve been on this case from the start. We know how this man thinks. That’s our job, Colonel.”

			“Okay, fine. You know what you’re talking about. Why are we not storming that building and retaking it from him?” 

			“Because you don’t want your men to die,” I tell him. “And if they breach, he will set the bomb off, and everybody you sent in will be killed. I promise you that.” 

			He sighs and tugs the bill of his cap down, a frustrated look on his face. Moore takes several minutes to think about the situation. It’s a courtesy that he hasn’t sent his men in, and we both know it. The base is a sovereign territory, and they have sole jurisdiction. If they want to force us to stand down and handle it themselves, there’s nothing we can do about it. 

			But Moore seems to be mulling over the situation, and the fact that he hasn’t sent his trigger pullers in to shoot Finnegan down makes me think he’s somebody who can be trusted. That he’s not part of the web of people who simply want to take Finnegan out to shut him up and keep him from exposing them. 

			“Okay, what’s your plan, Chief?” Moore asks. 

			“Finnegan wants to talk,” I tell him. “My plan is to go in there and listen. And hopefully, if I listen to him, he’ll be willing to stand down.” 

			Moore sighs. “As plans go, that’s not much of one.”

			“You’d be surprised at how often you can solve a problem by listening rather than with a bullet,” I tell him.

			He smirks. “In my line of work, we don’t do a lot of listening.” 

			“I understand. But in my line of work, it pays off more often than you think.”  

			“Fair enough,” he says. “But I have to be honest with you, Chief. Lt. General Erickson wants this resolved ASAP. He’s not real pleased with being ordered to stand down and already has snipers in place. I’ll try to buy you a little time to do your thing, but I can’t promise you the CO isn’t going to order those snipers to take a shot. And let me tell you, they’re very good at what they do.”

			“Copy that, Colonel. Try to hold them off as long as you can. Please,” I reply. “When they’re caught and cornered, most bombers will try to go out in a blaze of glory and take as many people with them as they can. It wouldn’t be a big surprise to find out Finnegan has the bomb on a dead man’s switch. So, if you shoot him, and he lets that thing go—”

			“I get it, Chief. Understood. And like I said, I’ll buy you as much time as I can,” he says. “But orders are orders, and if my CO tells me to pull the trigger, I’ve got no choice.”

			It’s about all I can expect, but it doesn’t make it any easier to hear. “Thank you, Colonel.” 

			“Good luck,” he says. 

			“You too,” I reply. 

			Astra and I turn and head through the picket line and approach the building. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and my stomach ripples with a queasy feeling. I don’t like having so many guns trained on me. We quickly and efficiently bound up the staircase, and I grab the long brass handle on the door with one hand and pull my sidearm with the other. Astra is standing to the side of me, her weapon already in hand. 

			“You ready?” I ask.

			“Yeah, sure. What’s the worst that could happen?” she mutters. “I mean, other than being blown into the next galaxy over?” 

			“I think that might be the worst.”

			“Then I’m good. Let’s do it.” 

			We go in through the door low, our weapons out in front of us. I take a quick glance over my shoulder before the door closes and see a couple dozen men with grim expressions on their faces and their weapons trained on the building. I have the sudden certainty wrap itself around me that this is not going to go well. I do my best to shake it off as Astra and I move quickly down the empty corridor, moving around hastily discarded papers, files, and briefcases. Our soft footsteps sound impossibly loud in the silence around us. We might as well be setting off bombs ourselves for as much noise as we’re making. 

			We find the hearing room Moore had said Finnegan was in and pause beside the door. I carefully press my ear to it, listening, but don’t hear anything inside. The door is thick, white oak polished to a glossy sheen. There’s a long rectangular window of frosted glass that runs vertically down the door beside the chrome handle. It’s opaque, and I can’t see through it. 

			“Stay out here,” I tell Astra. “Wait for me—” 

			“The hell I am—”

			“Astra, we don’t have time to argue about this. I’m going in there to talk to him. Having too many armed people in there might spook him,” I tell her. “Just… wait for my signal to come in.” 

			She blows out a frustrated breath, a look of worry on her face unlike anything I’ve ever seen from her before. I put a hand on her shoulder and give it a gentle squeeze. 

			“It’s going to be fine,” I assure her. “He just wants somebody to listen to him. I promise you.”

			“You can’t promise me anything,” she fires back. 

			“Well, maybe not. But you can promise me something.”

			“What’s that?” 

			“That you’ll come running when I call,” I tell her. 

			A wan smirk touches her lips. “I promise you.” 

			“Good. Now, I’m going in.” 

			“Good luck,” she says. 

			“I don’t need luck,” I tell her. “I’ve got you.”

			I holster my weapon then grab hold of the door handle; I pull it open just a crack then lean closer to the gap. 

			“Colonel Finnegan,” I call out. “This is Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder with the FBI. I’d like to come in and have a word with you if that’s all right.”

			“I’ve been waiting for you. Are you alone?” he replies.

			“My partner, Agent Russo is here with me,” I reply. “May I come in and talk to you?” 

			“As long as it’s just you.”

			“I give you my word.” 

			“Come in then.” 

			He sounds eerily calm. Rational. It’s as if he has come to peace with his decisions and is now just playing out the string as it comes to its inevitable conclusion. That’s an unnerving place to be. Regardless, I pull open the door and step inside, letting it close slowly behind me. 

			“Colonel,” I say. “I’ve been looking for you for a while now.”

			“Well, here I am.” 

			“They told me you asked to speak with me.”

			“I did,” he confirms. “I’ve kept up with the investigation and knew you were working the case. So, I looked you up, and I have to say, I’m impressed with what I’ve found. Your record is impeccable, Chief. You’re good at what you do.”

			“Thank you, Colonel.” 

			Finnegan is standing in the front of the room, perched on the edge of one of the desks the counselors sit behind. He’s got his weapon in one hand, a black device I assume is the dead man’s switch in the other, and a calm, peaceful look on his face. On the dais at the front of the room behind a tall desk that overlooks the hearing room is a man of average height and build. He’s got dark hair and eyes, and warm, tawny skin. He’s also sweating profusely and shaking wildly. His eyes are red, and tears are streaming down his face. 

			“This must be Christian Herrera,” I say. 

			“Second chair to the prosecutor in the kangaroo court that convicted me,” he confirms. 

			“We found lead counsel,” I tell him. “We were able to get her out before the bomb went off. But I don’t think she’s going to be able to walk without a limp for the rest of her life. You tuned up her ankle something fierce with that hand sledge.” 

			“Good. Now, she’ll have to think of me and what she did to me every single day she wakes up. I prefer it that way to her blowing up, to be honest,” he says. “Although, I have to say, you tracked me down faster than I anticipated. You’re good, Chief Wilder. Very good.” 

			“I appreciate that,” I reply. “But this is the endgame, right?”

			He nods. “It is.”

			“And what can we do to bring this to a close without any more loss of life?” I ask. “I don’t want anybody else to die, Colonel. Not even you.” 

			“It’s pretty simple, really,” he says, pointing the weapon at the judge’s face. “All Herrera has to do is admit to his part in the conspiracy to frame me. To ruin me.” 

			I look to the judge. “It seems like a simple request.”

			“I didn’t do what he’s saying,” Herrera pleads. “Please. I have a family. Children. I didn’t do what he’s accusing me of.” 

			Finnegan’s face darkens, and he stands up and raises his weapon again, pointing it at Herrera. His jaw is clenched, and his lips are drawn down into a frown. He looks ready to kill. I use that moment to edge forward, getting closer to the low wall that separates the gallery from the well where the lawyers and clients all sit. And when I do, I see three more bodies on the ground. One middle-aged woman with red hair, and two younger men in army uniforms. All three are face down and appear to have been shot in the head. 

			“See?” Finnegan says. “There’s no going back. Not that there was anyway. But this time, I had to kill a soldier. That cements my place in front of the firing squad no matter what else happens here today.” 

			“You don’t know that. We might be able to—”

			“I won’t live in a concrete box either,” he says. “Now, back to you, Herrera. Confess and this will be done. Tell Chief Wilder what you did.” 

			“But I didn’t do anything,” Herrera pleads. 

			“Save it, Mr. Herrera,” I snap. “I know what you and the others did to Colonel Finnegan. I know that you framed him on behalf of Blackscale. I saw the video.” 

			He looks stricken but quickly recovers and clears his throat. “I knew nothing about that. All I did was assist my lead in conducting the trial—”

			“I said save it, Herrera. In fact, if you’re just going to sit there and lie, just shut the hell up. You’re useless,” I snap and turn to Finnegan. “I know, Colonel. I know what happened to you. And I’m not going to let this stand. I promise you. Give me the trigger and stand down, and I’ll make sure everybody knows you’re innocent. I’ll make sure everybody knows you didn’t do what your conviction says it did. I promise you that I will get justice for you. And if we put on enough pressure, we can get that conviction overturned and maybe your benefits reinstated.”

			“What good will that do me? I’m going to prison,” he says. “Either that, or I’ll be dead.”

			“But Charlotte will be taken care of. If your pension is reinstated, she won’t have to worry. She won’t struggle,” I counter. “You don’t want to have her struggle, do you? You want her to be able to provide for Harrison, right? Without your pension, how is your son going to pay for his education? How will your wife pay the bills? You can make it so they are taken care of for the rest of their lives, Colonel Finnegan.”

			“You’ve seen my videos?” Finnegan asks.

			I nod. “I have.”

			“Good. You seem like a woman of integrity, Chief Wilder.”

			“I try. And you seem like a man of honor, Colonel. Your service record supports that.”

			“I used to be. That’s all gone now,” he says with disdain in his voice. “People like Herrera here saw to that. Now I have nothing. Not even my reputation. Because of them.” 

			“We can fix this, Colonel. At least, part of it,” I plead. “Come out with me, and let’s get your story out. Let’s tell the world what happened. Let’s flood those shadows with sunlight… just like you said.” 

			A wan smile touches his lips. “You know they’re never going to let me out alive. You know I’m a dead man walking.” 

			“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

			“But it is. And I think you know that. Don’t you, Chief Wilder?” 

			I run a hand through my hair and look down at the ground. I want to reject everything he’s saying. I want to reject it with everything in me. But I think deep down, I know he’s right. He might walk out of here with me, but at some point, somebody will get to him. 

			“The reason I wanted to talk to you is because I want to make sure my story gets out after I’m gone,” he says. “I’m relying on your integrity to get my story out. To get those videos to the media so everybody knows what happened here and why I did what I did.” 

			“Why don’t you release them yourself?” I ask. “Even from prison, you can get your story out, Colonel. I’m sure that Charlotte would rather have you someplace she can come visit with you instead of having you in a pine box.” 

			“I’ve asked to be cremated,” he says with a wry chuckle. “But you know as well as I do that I’m compromised as a source. Nobody will believe me because of what I’ve done. But your reputation is unimpeachable. They will listen to you.” 

			“Colonel, don’t do this. Please. Come out with me,” I say. 

			“Tell my story.”

			“You know I can’t.” 

			He looks at me, and I see his expression fall as his shoulders slump. His disappointment is more than clear. 

			“You’re not willing to tell my story, Chief?” he asks. “You’re willing to let this injustice stand? I believed you were a woman of integrity.” 

			“Colonel—” 

			“If you’re not going to do this for me, then you’re only leaving me with one option, Chief,” he says sadly. 

			He raises his hand with the trigger in it, and immediately Herrera bursts out crying and pleading with Finnegan not to do this. To spare his life. He promises to tell his story to anybody who will listen. Even I can hear the lie in his voice. 

			“Last chance, Chief,” Finnegan says. “I know I’ve got nothing to lose. Do you?” 

			“I can’t get you off the hook for the crimes you’ve committed, Colonel. You are going to prison for the rest of your life,” I tell him. 

			“I’m not asking you to get me off the hook,” he replies. “I committed these terrible crimes, and I’m ready to be held accountable. That’s what this is all about. I want the people who do wrong to be held accountable for their actions. And that includes me. That’s all I want to happen here.” 

			I gnaw on my bottom lip for a moment, my mind racing with indecision. Telling his story and putting out the information—that video—very well could end my career. At the very least, I would suffer tremendous consequences for it. But then, I’m always preaching about doing the right thing—even if you’re going to pay for it in the end yourself. Not doing what Finnegan is asking me to do on his behalf because I’m scared of the consequences makes me a hypocrite. 

			“All right,” I finally relent. “I’ll do it.” 

			Finnegan closes his eyes and lets out a long breath of relief. And he suddenly looks exhausted, but also like a man who knows he can finally rest. 

			“Thank you, Chief Wilder.” 

			The Colonel walks over and puts the trigger in my hand, closes my fingers around it, and gives me a squeeze. He’s got a look in his eye like a man who has embraced his fate. Finnegan takes a step back from me then turns and raises his weapon. Before I can react, he squeezes off three quick shots, and I watch in horror as Herrera’s body jerks and twitches—one bullet hitting him square in the chest and the other two punching through his head. Blood and tissue spray the wall behind the judge, painting it a deep crimson. 

			The door flies open, and Astra comes sprinting in, her weapon up and at the ready. Her eyes are wide, and her mouth falls open when she sees the streamers of red sliding down the wall behind the corpse. Herrera is slumped back in his chair, his eyes open and fixed on something beyond this world as blood pours from his mouth. Finnegan squats and places his weapon on the floor then stands up again, raising his hands.

			“Blake!” she shouts.

			“I’m fine, Astra. I’m fine,” I yell. “Stand down. Stand down!” 

			Astra pulls up but keeps her weapon at the ready, looking from me to the Colonel and back again, confusion on her face. With his hands still raised, he gives us a sad little smile and then steps toward one of the two windows that are set into the wall behind the bench. It’s only then that I realize what he’s doing.

			“Colonel, wait! No!” 

			I hear a small tinkle of breaking glass and watch as Finnegan’s body twitches when the bullets punch into him. He drops to his knees for a moment, his eyes fixed on me. 

			“Remember your promise,” he gasps, his voice wet and gurgling. 

			Another pair of bullets come through the window and punch into him. Finnegan’s eyes grow wide and take on the glassy, faraway stare that Herrera’s had as his mouth falls open. He slumps forward and falls face-first onto the ground. A pool of blood, thick and crimson, spreads out beneath his body, and with one last shuddering gasp, Colonel Finnegan is gone. 

			The air is saturated with the smell of blood and gunpowder, and we stand there in silence, staring at the bodies on the floor all around us. I stare at the prone, bloody form of Colonel Finnegan in disbelief. I mean, I shouldn’t be surprised. This is where we all knew this was headed, and this was the inevitable outcome. But even still, having seen it all play out right in front of me is surprising. Is horrifying, but inevitable. 

			“Blake,” Astra says, her voice barely more than a whisper.

			Remember your promise. Finnegan’s words echo through my head, and I’m forced to confront myself. Did I agree to do as he asked as a ploy? Did I say yes just to get him to cooperate with me in the end? Or did I mean it? The answer should be simple. I value my career, and I shouldn’t do something so blatantly stupid that puts it in jeopardy. But as I stand there staring at the body of a man who conducted himself throughout his career with honor and integrity, I find that the answer isn’t so simple after all. 

			“I know,” I reply just as softly. “I know.” 
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			Office of SAC Rosalinda Espinoza, FBI Field Office; Dallas, TX

			Rosie is standing at the sideboard in her office when I walk in and drop into the plush seat in front of her desk. She hands me a glass of scotch then walks to her chair and sits down. We raise our glasses in a silent toast and take a sip. I cross my legs and sit back in the chair, cradling the tumbler on my knee. 

			“You look tired,” she observes. 

			I let out a silent chuckle. “There’s good reason for that.”

			“How’s your team holding up?” 

			“They’re good. Ready to go home,” I say. “They’re as beat as I am.” 

			“And you? How are you holding up?”

			“I’m good.”

			“Yeah, that’s good. But how are you really holding up?” she presses. “Don’t forget that I know you well, Blake. I know when you’re feeding me a line of crap.” 

			My lips curl in a tired smile. “Never could pull one over on you.” 

			“Never. So, spill. What’s up with you?” 

			I take another sip of the scotch, grimacing as it burns its way down my throat. I’ve been involved with dozens of cases. Hundreds maybe. But very few of them have ever gotten under my skin the way this one has. And I think it’s because Finnegan was an otherwise good man. He’d lived an honorable life. But he was turned into something he’s not by greedy, arrogant people. It’s a sad story with an even more tragic ending.

			“I just can’t get past Finnegan. They destroyed him, Rosie. And for what? Because Sanderson was some Senator’s buddy? So that same Senator could continue funneling money to his buddy Sanderson,” I say. “The corruption… it’s unbelievable. The rot runs deep.” 

			“Welcome to politics. You’ve always sucked at that,” she says. “You’ve never learned how to read the tea leaves, and even worse, you’ve never learned how to protect yourself from these vipers.”

			“Yeah, I guess I just believe in doing the job,” I say. 

			“And you’re damn good at it.” 

			We lapse into another moment of silence as we sip our scotch. She’s right, of course. I’ve never played politics well, and I’ve got a thousand blind spots. I don’t know how to shield myself from the potential fallout, and I leave myself open in a hundred different ways. I’ve been thinking that ever since I got bumped up to Unit Chief and have had to work with the other team leads that I’ve gotten better at it. But the fact that I can be so shocked and disgusted by what happened to Colonel Finnegan shows me I still have a long way to go.

			“You did good work down here, Blake. Don’t let anybody even intimate otherwise,” Rosie tells me. “Not that I expected anything less from you and your team. You’re not one of the Bureau’s brightest stars for nothing.” 

			I look down into the glass of amber liquid she’d poured for me as if it contains the answers to the questions that are rattling around in my brain. It’s only been a day since the scene in that hearing room with Finnegan, and yet, it feels like it was another lifetime. And through all the questions I’ve had to answer and the statements I’ve had to give in the wake of it, all I can hear is Finnegan’s voice and what he said to me right before he died. 

			Remember your promise. 

			“What did Finnegan want to speak with you about?” she asks. 

			My guard instantly goes up at her question. Throughout the onslaught of statements and questions I’ve fielded, I’ve dodged the questions about that subject that have been lobbed my way. Not wanting to admit to anything, I’ve bobbed and weaved around it—mostly because I don’t know who I can trust, but also because I haven’t figured out what I’m going to do about it. And maybe it’s unfair, but Rosie asking me what Finnegan wanted to discuss sets the warning bells off in my head. 

			Not that I think Rosie would ever screw me, but I also can’t discount the idea that she’s on a fishing expedition the brass ordered her on. It’s a sensitive subject, to say the least. But Rosie is somebody I always trusted. Somebody I always respected. And somebody I could always count on. It makes me feel terrible that I’d ever doubt her.

			She puts her hands up. “You can trust me, Blake. You should know that by now,” she says, as if reading my mind… something she was always good at. “I’m not doing the brass’s dirty work. I only asked because I can tell whatever it was is weighing heavy on you.” 

			“Sorry,” I say. “It’s the politics of it all. It’s making me paranoid.”

			“I hear that,” she replies. “If you’d rather not talk about it, that’s fine too. But you’re going to need to find a way to get past whatever this is.” 

			“He wants me to release the video. He wants me to tell his story,” I blurt out. “He made me promise right before he died. I promised.” 

			She drains the rest of her glass, then stands up and refills it, then carries the bottle over and tops me off before retaking her seat. She takes a sip and looks at me. 

			“You know you can’t do it, right?” she asks. “If you release that video, the same people who destroyed Finnegan will turn their sights on you.” 

			“So, should I let my fear keep me from doing what’s right?” I ask sharply. “Finnegan had his life, his career, and his reputation destroyed when he did nothing wrong. He was an innocent man. Should we let the truth die with him?”

			“I know that, and you know that,” she replies. “But the truth is what the powers that be say it is. They shape the narratives.”

			“Not if there’s a video to disprove their narrative. We can see the truth in vivid, living color,” I say. 

			“I get that. But what is getting the truth out there going to do for you, Blake?” she asks. “Will it help you, or will it hurt you? I think that’s what you have to consider—the impact shaping the narrative yourself is going to have on you.” 

			I sit back in my seat and ponder her words as I take a sip of my drink. She’s right. Shaping the narrative myself and exposing the truth would have a negative impact on me—a horribly negative impact. They will destroy me, my career, and my reputation. Hell, they might think I’m not worth the effort and just snuff me out. Who knows what they’ll do? But I know what they’re capable of, and that concerns me. More than a little. 

			“Listen, I’m not going to tell you what to do, one way or the other,” Rosie goes on. “But the one thing you need to remember is that you always need to protect yourself. You always need to have your own back, because these damn vipers sure won’t. And if you give them an opening, they will stick a knife in it ten out of ten times.” 

			“Yeah, I’m starting to understand that.” 

			“Then you’re halfway to finally understanding politics.” 

			I laugh softly. “Huzzah for me.” 

			“I know your first instinct is to do the right thing. It’s one thing I’ve always admired about you, Blake,” she says. “But just remember to protect yourself—whatever you do and however you do it, make sure you’re covering your back. You need a buffer to insulate you.” 

			I raise my glass. “Thank you, Rosie. For everything.” 

			“No, Blake. Thank you.” 
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			Office of Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“I suppose I should congratulate you on a job well done down in Texas,” Ayad says as he steps into my office.

			I look up from the paperwork in front of me and set my pen down as he shuts my office door behind him. Ayad’s lips are pursed and there’s a terse look on his face that tells me he’s not happy about something. And I have a feeling I know what it is. My pulse picks up, and my stomach ripples with worry. He drops into the chair in front of my desk and crosses his legs, primly folding his hands atop his knee. Ayad lets his statement linger, and the tension in the air builds. He’s always been one for making a dramatic entrance. 

			“Thank you, I guess?” I reply.

			“Don’t be cute,” he says, his voice low and tight. “You and your team did exceptional work in Dallas. You scored high marks across the board. I even had Mayor Jimenez call me and go on and on about the work your team did down there.” 

			“It goes without saying that it was a total team effort. SAC Espinoza’s team as well as SAC Fitzpatrick with the ATF—” 

			Ayad waves me off. “Yes, yes, yes. Everybody pitched in. I appreciate your willingness to deflect the credit and let others shine too. But it’s your name that keeps coming up, Blake.” 

			My chair squeaks softly as I sit back. “Well, that should reflect well on your FO then, shouldn’t it? So, why the sour puss?” 

			“Because your name is starting to come up in connection with things that don’t reflect well on my field office, Blake.” 

			“Oh?” 

			“Are you really going to play stupid with me?” he asks. “I thought we had enough respect for each other that we don’t play those silly games.” 

			“Look, I respect you, SAC Ayad. I hope I’ve shown you that I do,” I say. “But I honestly have no idea what has you so worked up right now.” 

			He shoots to his feet so fast that I flinch, half-expecting him to come over the desk at me. If he notices, he gives no sign as he clasps his hands behind his back and starts to pace the small area behind the seats in front of my desk. 

			“Have you seen the news?” he asks. 

			I shake my head. “I like to decompress when we get back from a case. I unplug and don’t watch the news much.” 

			“Uh-huh. That’s interesting.”

			“Why is that?” I ask.

			“Somehow, a national outlet obtained a copy of the videos made by Colonel Finnegan—both his manifesto and the video of the massacre at Al Mukkat,” Ayad growls. “Do you happen to know how that came to be?” 

			I shrug. “How would I know? Once we closed the case, I turned over our information to that legal attaché to the Commanding General guy… Hayes, I think his name was,” I reply. 

			“Clark Hayes, yes. Livid doesn’t begin to describe his mood, Blake. And he’s of the opinion that you’re the leak,” he says. 

			“How can I be the leak when I turned over the laptop that contained those videos directly to him?” I ask. “He took possession of it from me himself.” 

			“Don’t do that.”

			“Don’t do what?” 

			“Don’t pretend like you don’t know how copies are made,” he says. 

			“Are you accusing me of being the leak, SAC Ayad?” I ask. “Because if you are, go ahead and just come right out and say it.” 

			He stops pacing long enough to turn a baleful eye at me. His expression is tight, his face dark with rage. 

			“Mr. Hayes has called me no less than a dozen times demanding that I fire you,” he says. “He wants to put you in prison. Says you jeopardized national security by being the source of the massacre video.” 

			“And how does exposing a cover-up jeopardize national security?” I ask. “It seems to me the only thing it jeopardizes are the careers of those people responsible for the cover-up to begin with.”

			Ayad leans down and plants his hands on the back of the chair he’d been sitting on. He squeezes so hard his knuckles are turning white, and I’m half-afraid he’s going to tear the back of my chair off. I’ve never seen him so angry before. 

			“Blake, did you do this? Did you leak that video?” he asks through clenched teeth. 

			“If I did, hypothetically speaking of course, do you really think I’d own up to it?”

			“You have no idea the size of the can of worms you’ve opened up.”

			“I’m not admitting to anything,” I tell him. “Therefore, I’ve not opened any can of worms. Why are you so damn angry?” 

			“I’m angry because I’m concerned about you, Blake,” he hisses. “I’m worried about what is going to happen to you—about what they’re going to do to you.”

			“I’ve done nothing wrong, sir. They, whoever they are, aren’t going to do anything to me. Nothing is going to happen to me. But I appreciate your concern.” 

			Ayad hangs his head and blows out a frustrated breath. Even though I don’t trust the man as far as I can throw him, I actually believe him when he says he’s worried about me—that he’s worried about what happens to me. It’s a paradox, to be sure.  

			“You know what they did to Colonel Finnegan. What makes you think they won’t do the same to you?” he presses. “Finnegan was an innocent man, right? Look what they did to him. Now imagine what will happen when they turn their sights on you, Blake. And you don’t have a distinguished, thirty-year military career to fall back on, so they won’t need to tread as lightly.” 

			I open my mouth to respond but then close it again without saying anything and sit there in silence for a long moment. After I left Dallas, I took Rosie’s advice to heart and built in several layers of insulation between me and the reporter I contacted. We never met face to face, used dead drops, and there is no way the story can be traced back to me. My fingerprints are nowhere near it. I made sure of it. Doubly sure.  

			And yet, hearing the heat and vehemence in Ayad’s voice—hearing how worried he is about me—sends electric tingles crackling across my skin. The knots in my stomach pull so tight it’s almost painful, my mouth is suddenly dry as hell, and every hair on my body is standing on end. As sure as I am that I’m properly insulated and can never be tracked down as the source, Ayad is making me second-guess myself. That splinter of doubt is turning my insides upside down and sends a wave of nausea rolling through me. 

			“Hypothetically speaking, though, as people who seek the truth and justice, shouldn’t we want to expose wrongdoing? Shouldn’t we want to bring the lawbreakers to justice?” I ask. “And if we’re not doing that—if we’re not arresting and punishing bad people who are doing bad things—what are we even doing here? Why are we even pretending like we wear the white hats?” 

			Ayad pauses for a moment and seems to be considering my words. I can see the heavy burden he’s carrying—a burden I’ve only made heavier for him. I don’t regret the things I’ve done. I’ve only ever sought to do the right thing. To serve justice and bring wrongdoers into the light. I’ll never regret staying that course no matter the consequences to me.

			“Blake, if you’re not honest with me, I can’t protect you,” he presses, his voice soft. 

			I swallow hard, trying to work some moisture into my mouth. “There’s nothing for you to protect, sir. My hands are clean here.” 

			“I hope for your sake that’s true because you are swimming in some deep water with some very big, very hungry sharks that don’t think twice before eating the smaller fish,” he says. 

			Ayad stares at me in silence for a minute, letting his words sink in, waiting for me to crack. I don’t. So, he nods and reaches down to pick up his bag. Ayad slings it over his shoulder then opens the flap and pulls out a small package that’s wrapped in paper that depicts dogs playing in the snow and wound in red ribbon with a metallic green bow on top. He looks at it for a moment then hands it across the table to me.

			“Merry Christmas, Blake,” he says.

			With a hand that’s trembling, I take it from him, staring at it in shock. “Th—thank you, sir,” I say, my tone as filled with surprise as my face. “Merry Christmas to you too.” 

			He turns and walks out, leaving me holding the gift. When he’s gone, I open it and feel my heart stutter as a blanket of guilt wraps itself around me tightly. Knowing my love of jazz music, Ayad got me a CD of a rare recording of Thelonious Monk playing live at a small jazz club in New Orleans. It’s an incredibly kind and thoughtful gift. But it would be so much easier on all of us if I could just hate him.

			Damn that man. 

			k

			Hurry up, Scrooge. Drinks and apps are waiting, so hurry up, Ebenezer! 

			Astra’s text cracks the armor of grouchiness I’d wrapped around myself after my conversation with Ayad. If nothing else, it made me smile a little bit. I don’t know how I let her talk me into this when all I want to do is go home, soak in a nice hot tub, and have a glass of wine or three. Instead, I’m climbing out of my car and heading into the Emerald Lounge, one of our usual haunts. It’s a nice little place with a mellow, jazz vibe that I enjoy and is usually just what the doctor ordered after a long day in the shop. 

			She guilted me into it. When I tried to beg off, Astra went on and on about it being Christmas and that if I mean what I say about our team being family, then I should be willing to spread a little holiday cheer with them. Astra always knows which buttons on me to push to get what she wants out of me. I hate that about her. So much. 

			“Come on, Blake. Let’s get this over with,” I mutter. 

			I reach into the back seat and grab my bag then close the door and lock my car up. I walk around the front door and step inside. My team is gathered around a table near the back, and when I head toward them, they let out a loud, obnoxious cheer that draws the attention and a handful of annoyed glares from the other patrons. The Emerald isn’t really the sort of place where that sort of behavior is normal. Or welcome. It’s a place for a quiet drink and conversation, not some rowdy millennial bar where you have to scream to be heard. 

			Astra gets everybody calmed down and is offering apologies to their neighbors as I take a seat and greet everybody like I didn’t just see them at the shop a couple of hours ago. But everybody is a few drinks in and is apparently feeling the holiday spirit. The place is decked out in Christmas cheer. Tinsel and ornaments hang from the ceiling, a tall, elegantly decorated tree stands in the corner, and the overhead speakers are playing jazzed-up versions of Christmas standards. Sylvie, our usual waitress, stops by and drops off my usual drink. 

			“You’ve got it all festive in here,” I tell her. 

			“Isn’t it great? I love Christmas. Don’t you?” Sylvie says, beaming. 

			“Not as much as you, obviously,” I reply.

			“You’ll have to forgive her, Sylvie. She’s got an inflamed case of Grinch-itis,” Astra says. 

			“Well, the cure for that is a few of our special holiday drinks,” she says. “Tell you what, you get started on that, and I’ll bring you back a special treat.”

			I laugh. “All right, all right.” 

			Sylvie takes off, and when she’s gone, Astra leans close to me and pitches her voice low. “I saw Ayad heading to your office as I was leaving. Is everything okay?” 

			“Yeah, things are fine.” 

			“You sure? He looked like he was building up a head of steam.” 

			I shrug. “It is what it is,” I reply. “He was more or less just warning me about what might be coming my way.” 

			“And what’s that?” 

			“The storm of the century,” I tell her. 

			“That doesn’t sound good.” 

			“What will be will be,” I shrug. “I don’t regret what I did, and I’d do it again. If we let the powers that be get away with destroying good men like Finnegan, we’re no better than them. And I refuse to be complicit in that sort of evil.”

			“Well, whatever happens, just know I’ve got your back.”

			“And I love you for that, Astra. Truly.” 

			“Hey, no more whispering and no more shop talk,” Nina shouts. “We’re here to have a few drinks and a lot of laughs. So, drink and laugh, dammit!”

			Laughing, we turn back to our team. Everybody is loose and smiling. The conversation is flowing easily, and the laughter is easier than that. I’m so used to seeing them relatively buttoned up and businesslike that I have to admit, it’s nice to see them letting their actual personalities shine through. By the time I’m on my second drink, I’m feeling pretty loose. Or at least, a lot looser than I normally have to be. I didn’t think it was going to be possible, but I’m having a good time. I still want that hot bath, but I’m enjoying myself. 

			“I’m glad you talked me into coming out tonight,” I say. “Thanks, Astra.” 

			“Did you think I was going to take no for an answer? There was never any question about you coming out tonight.” 

			“No, you never take no for an answer. And I appreciate you,” I say. “You keep me from becoming a work hermit.”

			“Damn straight. So long as I draw breath, you will be an actual human being,” she says. “And maybe one day, I can even get you to enjoy Christmas.” 

			“Oh! Speaking of Christmas, I have something for you all,” I say as a giggle bursts from my mouth. 

			Reaching down, I grab my bag and set it on my lap. I fish five gift-wrapped boxes out and set them down on the table, then drop the empty bag to the ground at my feet. 

			“All right, you can thank my sister, Kit, for this. She had the idea that I gift you all a bottle of booze that matches your personality. I thought it might be fun,” I say, still giggling.

			“This should be enlightening if nothing else,” Astra says. “We’ll finally know what Blake thinks of us all.” 

			Picking up the first box, I hand it to Nina and wait as she unwraps it and pulls out the bottle. She erupts in laughter. 

			“Cotton Candy vodka,” she announces.

			“That’s right,” I reply. “Sweet and fun.” 

			“Thank you, Blake,” she beams. 

			“My pleasure. Rick, you’re up,” I say and hand him his box. 

			“Buffalo Nickel Bourbon. I love it,” he grins. 

			“It’s artisanal which means it’s pretentious, snooty, and you can tell everybody you liked it before it was cool.” 

			Rick laughs. “Two for two. You’re nailing this, boss. Thank you.” 

			“Lucas, your turn.” 

			He opens his box and nods approvingly, a wide smile on his face. “Johnny Walker Blue Label. I’ve always wanted to try this.”

			“Refined and sophisticated. A serious drink for a serious man.”

			“Nailed it. Thanks, boss.”

			“Mo’s turn.” 

			Smiling and laughing, Mo fumbles with her wrapping but finally manages to get her box open and slides the bottle out. 

			“Avion Reserva 44 tequila,” Mo announces. 

			“That’s right,” I say. “Layered, complex, and always the life of the party.” 

			“My God you’re good at this,” Mo says. “Thank you, Blake.”

			“You’re welcome, I say and turn to Astra, handing her the final box. “And for my best friend in the world.” 

			“Black Maple Hill Small Batch Bourbon,” she says, reading the label. 

			“Very few like it in the world, sophisticated, bold, and you can always count on it to be good,” I say. 

			“That’s amazing. Thank you, Blake.”

			“Thank you all,” I say. “You’re the best team I could have ever hoped to have. I don’t know what the future holds, but just know I will always be grateful to have been able to call you my team.” 

			Everybody raises their glasses, and we toast one another then take a drink. Astra laughs as she sets her glass down. 

			“What?” I ask.

			“I’m just enjoying the fact that we’ve all been witness to a Christmas miracle,” she says. “Blake Wilder, the love child of Ebenezer Scrooge and the Grinch, actually enjoyed the holidays. If only for a few hours.” 

			“Maybe next year, we can get her to enjoy a whole day!” Lucas cracks.

			“Dare to dream,” I reply with a laugh. “Merry Christmas, guys. You’re pains in my ass, but I love you all.” 
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			I switch off the headlights and park the car along the curb, shutting off the engine but leaving the radio going. I turn it up a bit and sing along with a song I’ve loved since I was a kid. My father was a big fan of 80s music, and that rubbed off on me. I don’t think there’s a song from the 80s out there that I can’t sing along with. 

			“It’s gonna take a lot to take me away from you… There’s nothing that a hundred men or more could ever do… I bless the rains down in Africa… Gonna take some time to do the things we never had…” 

			Across the street, Blake Wilder gets out of her car then reaches into her back seat and pulls out a large bag. As I watch her, I cradle the handgun in my lap. It’s a .44 Magnum Revolver, just like Dirty Harry used. That’s something else my father loved that I picked up—old movies. Wilder looks distracted. She looks like she’s talking to herself actually.

			She’s probably giving herself a pep talk. Trying to convince herself to go into the bar where the rest of her team is waiting for her. Blake is a solitary creature. She doesn’t enjoy going out and being social. It takes a lot for her to work up the nerve to go out and be around other people. That’s something she and I have in common. I’m the same way.

			“You still aren’t taking me seriously enough,” I tell her as if she can hear me. “I’ve given you so many warnings and so many chances. But instead of taking me seriously, you’re out for drinks with your team. That’s not wise, Blake Wilder. Not wise at all. I’m going to have to make you pay attention to me now. And you will. You will pay attention to me. You will learn to take me seriously.” 

			As distracted as she is, it would be so easy to slip up behind her, put the barrel of my Magnum to the back of her head, and pull the trigger. At point-blank range like that, it would obliterate her head. It would have to be a closed-casket funeral, that’s for sure. The minute the thought passes through my head, it makes me giggle. 

			“Oh, that’s a naughty thought,” I say to myself. “Such a naughty, naughty thought.”

			Naughty, yes. But the image of Blake’s head exploding in a spray of crimson pulp… and the thought of feeling her blood, so warm and viscous running all over my hands and spraying across my face as I literally blew her head off… is exciting. It sends goosebumps marching up and down my body and fills my stomach with a warm, wavering feeling. 

			“No,” I scold myself. “That’s not how it’s going to happen. Get that thought out of your head right now.” 

			Blake is going to die—that’s not the question. The question is how. And I’m going to take my time with her. I’m going to make her scream. I’m going to make her cry. But most of all, I’m going to make her feel the most intense, the most excruciating pain she’s ever felt in her life. Before all that, though, I’m going to make her feel pain of a different sort. I’m going to make her feel the pain of loss. Of grief. I’m going to make her question whether she’s responsible for her loss and for that feeling she’s carrying around or not. 

			And the answer is, yes. She will be responsible for it. The loss she feels and the grief she will endure will absolutely be her fault. And I want to be around for every delectable minute of it. Only when I’ve judged that she has endured her agony and her grief long enough will I swoop in with the mercy of an excruciating death. 

			But, oh, it would be so easy to end her right here and right now. So, so easy. 

			“Consider this my Christmas gift to you, Blake. I’m going to let you live. At least, for a little while longer,” I say. 

			As Blake walks through the front door of the Emerald Lounge, I start my car and pull away from the curb, watching her until she disappears inside. 

			“Merry Christmas, Blake. I’ll see you soon. Very, very soon.” 
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			I hope you enjoyed The Hit List, book 16 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series. As the new year approaches, I find myself regularly reflecting on how amazing the past year has been. The support you have shown me and my books throughout the whole year has been the biggest catalyst in my growth as a writer. It has also inspired me to make these New Year’s resolutions: I will work towards being laser-focused on my work, honing my skills as a writer, and delivering to you exceptionally thrilling adventures. I hope that I, Blake, and the rest of the team will continue to have your support in the new year.

			This book was action packed and my intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously since I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.

			So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friend,
Elle Gray
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