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			Deschamps Campus Industriel; Just Outside of Paris, France

			Byron Fournier pulled to a stop in the vacant lot he’d been instructed to park in then glanced at his watch. It was nearing eleven, the appointed time of his meeting. He sat in a lot before several large warehouses that looked like they’d been abandoned long ago and tried to ignore the chill that ran through him. Fournier didn’t like the location. The warehouses were in a quiet, desolate part of the city where only crackheads and thugs tended to hang out anymore. The campus in front of him looked deserted at the moment, but he was still a long way from anybody who could help him if things went bad. 

			But the Rubicon had been crossed long ago, and there was nothing he could do but play this all out. Whatever came of this had been his call. For good or ill. Fournier shut off the engine then got out of the Maybach and looked around. From his vantage point on the small rise, he could see the Eiffel Tower in the distance jutting skyward and piercing the dark veil of the night, its lights glowing off the thick blanket of low-hanging clouds. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled, its sound low and ominous like the growl of some unseen dragon. 

			Fournier checked his phone and frowned. The hair on the back of his neck stood up and his heart skipped more than a few beats as beads of sweat rolled down his back, feeling eyes on him in the darkness. Somebody was hidden in the shadows watching him. He’d expected it. The people he was meeting were cautious and bordering on paranoid. But they had to be in their line of work. It was one reason Fournier was surprised they’d reached out to him in the first place. He assumed though, they’d checked him out thoroughly and felt safe enough to move forward with a deal. 

			He swallowed hard and tried to slow his racing pulse. Fournier knew he shouldn’t be out there alone. He never should have agreed to the meet in the first place. There were protocols that needed to be adhered to. And when his partner found out he’d ditched her to take the meet himself, she was going to raise hell. She was fiery. She was also extremely cautious. Too cautious, in his opinion. He’d received the call out of the blue and saw the opportunity set before him and couldn’t pass it up. He knew it was stupid to be out there in the middle of the night all alone, but it was an opportunity that if he passed on, might never come around again.

			Fournier knew what he was doing was fraught with peril. Knew the possibility existed that he could be walking into a situation that could go sideways fast and wind up with him at the bottom of the Seine. But getting the chance to meet Alekto face to face was an enticement he couldn’t pass up. It was the holy grail. Very few people ever got the chance to meet Alekto. And although he knew it was probably the worst idea he’d ever had, Fournier decided to capitalize on the chance that had fallen into his lap and agreed to the solo meeting. 

			His cell phone chirped with an incoming call, so Fournier pulled it out of his pocket and let out a quick breath then hit the button, making the connection. 

			“Yes,” he answered in English, though with an impeccable French accent. 

			“I am pleased to see that you are on time, Mr. Fournier. Punctuality is important. I’ve always believed it shows strength of character as well as respect and good manners. And I have always valued those things,” came the woman’s voice. 

			Fournier scanned the darkened warehouses in front of him. She was in there somewhere, hidden by the shadows, watching him. He quelled the flutter in his belly and gritted his teeth, doing his best to absorb every word she said. She spoke English as well, but her voice was dusted with the sound of an accent she hadn’t been able to fully rid herself of. He could tell she had worked hard to obscure, or at least muddy it enough to make pinpointing her true origin almost impossible. She’d succeeded in confusing it, but she hadn’t been able to get rid of it completely.

			Alekto’s true origin and identity were one of the world’s greatest mysteries. Some people believed she was Irish. Others said Italian. Still, other people thought the hint of accent was put on entirely and that she was actually American. He couldn’t prove it of course, but Fournier believed she was Eastern European—Czech, or Hungarian, or perhaps Belarusian. He couldn’t say with certainty though. It was just something in her accent that triggered something in the back of his mind. Her origin was just one more piece of the mystique that surrounded the woman known as Alekto, weapons dealer to the stars of the criminal and terrorist underworld. 

			What was known about Alekto was that she was highly educated. She had a lethal combination of natural intelligence, technological savvy, and street smarts that had made her impossible to get a bead on. More than that, the woman was known to be ruthless. Her renown for being able to smell a trap, not to mention the trail of bodies she’d left in her wake was the stuff of legend, and though it made Fournier nervous as hell, he knew he had no choice but to go forward with her. 

			“I too believe in character and manners,” Fournier replied in his French-accented English. “Especially when it comes to doing business.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” she replied. “Speaking of which, now that I see you are alone and have abided by my rules, it is time to meet and see to our business. Are you ready?”

			“I am.” 

			“Good. Then proceed to the western warehouse and enter through the door marked with the red arrow. You will find me inside and we can continue our conversation,” she said. 

			The line went dead so Fournier dropped the phone into his coat pocket and then patted it, feeling the flash drive with the crypto wallet he’d filched before he left. He took a moment to straighten his jacket and tie, giving himself a moment to steady his nerves. Something felt off. He couldn’t put a finger on it, but something was bothering him. But Fournier was already in too deep and knew there was no backing out. If he left, everything he’d done to that point would be for naught and that was something he couldn’t live with.

			“It’s just nerves,” he muttered but winced, knowing he was just trying to convince himself. 

			Before he could think about it any further, Fournier gritted his teeth and headed for the warehouse. He found the door with the red arrow and blew out a shaky breath as he grabbed the handle. The door let out a sharp squeal as he pulled it open, revealing a cavernous interior filled with the dim, ambient light that filtered in through the holes that dotted the rotting, crumbling roof overhead. 

			“Hello?” Fournier called in his faux French accent. “Alekto?” 

			The sound of a loud snap made him flinch and a moment later, a wide circle in the center of the massive warehouse was bathed in harsh fluorescent light. Two chairs sat across from each other in the spotlight and Fournier saw it was powered by a portable klieg light that had been set up with a generator that hummed silently set off to the side. The effect made the rest of the warehouse seem even darker than before, keeping him from seeing who else might be lurking in the shadows. Fournier’s belly churned and his mouth grew dry, but he stood his ground. Turning and bolting then would be signing his own death warrant.

			He heard the sound of heels clicking against the concrete floor a moment before a woman stepped out of the inky shadows and into the light. She wore dark slacks and a long, dark coat that fell to the middle of her thighs and a blood-red blouse beneath that. She held her hands in her pockets casually as she looked at him from the center of the spotlight. Her hair was blacker than the darkness around him and tied back with a silk tie that matched the color of her blouse. As he’d expected, the clothing was impeccably tailored and there was not a speck of lint or dust to be seen. The woman’s face was long and regal, her cheekbones sharp, her jawline strong, and she had blue eyes so light they were almost silver. She was beautiful. Ethereal. But there was a coldness and a hard, brittle edge about her that Fournier couldn’t deny. 

			“Alekto,” he said.

			“Mr. Fournier,” she replied. “Please. Come in and have a seat. Let us talk.”

			The woman’s tone was as cool as her features, but having studied the region extensively, there was no mistaking the Eastern European accent that colored her words. She had done a good job of muddying her accent, but Fournier heard enough to know that he’d been right about the general area of her true origin. He just couldn’t say which country specifically. He was going to need to have a longer conversation with her for that. 

			Despite his trepidation, he walked into the circle of light and took a seat. Alekto perched on the edge of her chair and crossed her legs demurely, showing off the distinctive red soles of her Louboutins. She leaned back in her seat, those captivating blue eyes of hers studying him closely, her full lips, glossy and blood red, pursed. Fournier sized her up in return, taking in her every feature. Studying it. Committing it to memory. 

			“Tell me, Mr. Fournier,” she finally began. “Do you value honesty?” 

			“Very much so,” he replied. 

			“This is good. Without honesty, there can be no trust,” she mused. “And without trust, what are we left with?”

			“Not very much.” 

			“Just right,” she said. “The list of items you are looking to acquire… you have asked for some very exotic items.” 

			“I have very exotic needs,” he replied. “I was assured that you are the best in the business and there is no order you are unable to fulfill.” 

			Her smile was sharp and predatory. “I do endeavor to guarantee the satisfaction of my clients. But even I have my limits, Mr. Fournier.” 

			“This is good to know,” he said. “And I assume that given the fact we are meeting, you have been able to guarantee my satisfaction?”

			She paused for a moment and looked at him, the corners of her full mouth curling upward. Alekto seemed to be toying with him. Looking at him with an expression that suggested she knew something he didn’t—and whatever secret she was holding she found exceptionally delicious. Fournier suppressed the shudder that ran through his body and waited her out. 

			“Perhaps,” she said teasingly. “Have you guaranteed my satisfaction, Mr. Fournier?” 

			He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out the flash drive. “One hundred million in crypto,” he said. “Just as you asked.” 

			Fourier tossed it to Alekto who caught it with one hand and held it up in one smooth motion, never taking those crystalline blue eyes off him. A mountain of a man stepped out of the darkness and plucked the drive from her fingertips, also watching Fournier closely. The dark-haired man was equal to Fournier’s six-two frame but had a powerful, muscular build that dwarfed his own, even though Fournier had extensive training in his own right. Fournier glimpsed a gun—a .45 most likely—in a shoulder rig underneath the man’s dark sport coat. 

			Alekto’s man plugged the drive into a device he was holding, and Fournier watched as the lights from the screen flashed across his features. There was a soft beep and the man turned to the arms dealer and gave her a nod. Everything was silent for a long, tense moment, and the air around them crackled with a strained energy that only fanned the flames of trepidation already burning out of control inside of Fournier. 

			“Well,” she said. “It seems that you have indeed satisfied me, Mr. Fournier.” 

			“That is good to know,” he replied. “And may I expect delivery of the weapons I ordered within the next few days as agreed upon?” 

			“Before we get to that, there is something I wanted to ask you,” she said.

			Fournier’s heart trip hammered inside of him and it was a struggle to keep it from showing on his face. He sat back and did his best to seem relaxed. 

			“What is it?” he asked. 

			“You say you value honesty, yes?” 

			“I do.” 

			“Then why have you been lying to me this entire time?” she asked, her tone neutral. 

			Fournier’s insides froze solid in the blink of an eye. He sat forward and pushed through the waves of fear that battered him from the inside out. He swallowed hard and kept his cool, adopting an icy, angry expression.

			“What is this all about? What do you think you’re doing? Are you trying to cheat me? Trying to steal my money?” he growled. 

			“Your outrage rings hollow to me, Mr. Fournier,” Alekto said, her full lips curling upward in a cold smile. “Or should I say, Mr. Keaton?” 

			The blood in his veins immediately turned to ice as he stared at the woman. She simply stared back, that playful smile still flickering across her lips. He glanced around, frantically searching for a way out. He already knew, of course, that getting to the door before catching a bullet in the back was about as likely as becoming invisible and flying out of that warehouse. The man who’d checked the drive now held that ferocious-looking weapon at his side, his dark eyes boring holes into Fournier.

			His own gun was pressed against the small of his back but his brief thought to go for it was quashed when a hand fell on his shoulder from behind. He looked up to see a man that might have been the twin of the one standing in front of him. Fournier sighed and didn’t bother trying to hide the quiver of fear that ran through his body. Alekto leaned forward and smiled at him that, for the first time since he’d sat down, actually reached her eyes. She was enjoying this. 

			“No matter how good you are, Mr. Keaton—and you are quite good, I will give you that,” she said. “You should know that I am better.” 
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			Black Cell Unit Conference Room, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA 

			“Okay, so, per SAC Ayad’s orders, we’re going to be shuffling the team assignments,” I announce to an expected chorus of grumbles. “Okay, okay, get that all out of your systems now.” 

			David Nash frowns. “It seems like we’re being punished for what Gathers did,” he says. “That’s not exactly fair. I mean, we didn’t go along with him or anything like that.” 

			It wasn’t like they did anything to stop him either, even though they all knew what he was doing. All except for Lisa Koslowski, who was the only one with the fortitude and courage to come to stand up for me when Jacob Gathers had leveled false sexual misconduct charges against me. It was a big swing from him and one that had put my career on the razor’s edge. But Koslowski had recorded him in secret saying he was doing it all just to sink me and had presented it to the OPR board at my hearing. She’d saved my job, and even more importantly, my reputation.

			“Nobody’s being punished. SAC Ayad just wants to see some different combinations among the teams,” I assure them. “But nothing at the top will change. You will all remain team leads.” 

			The truth is, Ayad wants to make sure any lingering resentment among Gathers’ loyalists isn’t given a place to fester and grow. Dismissing them from the unit entirely without cause would surely kick up a hornet’s nest of trouble for him with the union, so Ayad thought splitting up Gathers’ team and spreading them out was the most efficient way of nipping anything in the bud before it can start. I personally don’t like the idea only because I fear it could stir up more resentment anyway, but I understand the logic behind it. 

			Still, I also understand the frustration being expressed by Koslowski, Nash, and Bennie Ferguson. It takes a while to develop chemistry with your team. It takes a little while to mesh new personalities, get everybody on the same page, and operate as a cohesive unit. Mixing the personnel is going to screw up the balances that have been struck in each team. It will throw everybody off balance and put things out of whack for a bit. So, I understand their reticence. But it’s not like there’s anything I can do about it. These are our orders. 

			“Guys, I know it sucks. But I’m confident in your leadership,” I tell them. “I know you will be able to get your new teams into shape and running smoothly in no time.” 

			Nash and Ferguson continue to grumble under their breath, but Koslowski gives me a nod and a tight smile. She’s ready to go and seems willing to do what’s asked of her. Which is good. Now that she’s shown me what she’s made of, that she’s willing to do the right thing regardless of how personally inconvenient for her, I’m going to be giving her more responsibility.  

			“Before we go any further though, I want to introduce our new team lead,” I say. “SSA Abigail Deering will be heading up our Epsilon team.” 

			The others offered their congratulations to Deering. A couple of inches shorter than my five-nine frame, Deering has dark hair and even darker eyes. As a triathlete and master of several martial arts disciplines, she’s got a strong, athletic build and a toughness about her that can’t be denied. More than that though, she’s smart as a whip, a solid team player, but also has leadership skills. I’ve reviewed her work and have come away impressed. I feel like she was criminally underutilized on Gathers’ team so moving her up to team lead seemed like a natural fit. And thankfully, Ayad agreed with me. 

			“I’m glad to have you with us, Abigail. And I know you’re going to do a terrific job with your squad,” I say. 

			“Thank you for the opportunity, Chief Wilder. I won’t let you down,” she replies.

			“Okay, on to business,” I say as I hand out the folders I brought with me. “Inside you’ll find your updated rosters and team assignments. Lisa, you’re running the Beta team. Bennie, you’re running Gamma, and David, you’ve got Delta.”

			I watch as Nash and Ferguson cast sidelong glances at each other, frowns on both their faces. She was in charge of Epsilon but is now running the number two squad behind me, which tends to land the bigger cases that my team can’t take. It’s unofficial, but there is a pecking order in this unit. Technically, this isn’t a promotion for Koslowski, but I understand the optics of it and frankly, don’t really care. To me, she showed the sort of integrity I want in my team leads. More than that, she deserves a shot to work on more impactful cases. And besides, assigning cases to my teams is well within my purview. 

			“In addition to your new rosters, your next cases are in those files as well,” I tell them. “Study up then present them to your teams. Any questions?” 

			“You know our teams are going to mutiny, don’t you?” Nash asked. “Nobody’s going to be happy about being reassigned.” 

			I grit my teeth and fight off the wave of annoyance that washes over me. I’ve tried being delicate and understanding with them. But I hate having to repeat myself and having the same conversation multiple times. I have my orders and they, in turn, have theirs. 

			“I understand it’s going to ruffle some feathers, folks. But you, as team leads, have the responsibility to explain it, then get and keep your squad in line,” I tell them sternly. “If you have any reservations or don’t think you can handle that, let me know and I can certainly put somebody in charge who can.”  

			The chill that settled over the room is palpable as Nash and Ferguson cut furtive glances at one another but remain silent. I give them another moment to speak up, but nobody seems inclined to say another word, so I nod firmly. 

			“All right,” I say. “I trust we won’t have to talk about this again then.”

			“No, ma’am,” they mutter in unison.

			“Okay, good. Then get out there,” I tell them. “Work your cases, be safe, and watch each other’s backs. Everybody goes home tonight.” 

			The meeting concluded, I grab my things and head out of the conference room, heading back to my squad’s bullpen. I need to update them on some things already in motion. We’ve got a lot of balls in the air right now and we’re going to need to be focused and come up with a coherent game plan to address it all. 

			“Just the woman I was looking for,” Ayad says as he falls into step beside me. 

			“Why does that statement fill me with an ominous sense of dread?” 

			“Probably because you’ve got a flair for the dramatic.” 

			“That’s probably not completely untrue,” I say with a rueful laugh. “So, why were you looking for me, sir? What can I do for you?”

			Ayad touches me gently on the shoulder and guides me into an unused office just off the corridor. My skin prickles and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end as he closes the door behind him. The need for a private conversation doesn’t seem to bode particularly well for me. Especially since I think I already know what’s coming. I guess ambushing me in the hallway is a direct consequence of me ducking his repeated emails. 

			“I spoke with Lucas again,” he starts, confirming the direction of this chat for me.

			“I have, too. Several times.” 

			“He’s not sure that he’s coming back, Blake.” 

			I nod. “I know that’s what he says right now. But he’s only just been released from the hospital,” I reply. “He needs a little time to recover and rehab. I have no doubt his thinking is going to change and that he’ll be back in time.” 

			“In time. Maybe,” Ayad says. “But then again, he very well may be done. Taking the sort of beating he did… that’s going to leave some scars. And not just the ones on the outside.” 

			I frown as the feeling of a heavy weight dropping into my stomach reverberates through my entire body. It’s a powerful sensation that’s quickly followed by a flutter in my heart and the taste of bile in the back of my throat. It’s a feeling I’ve become all too familiar with over these past few weeks. It’s guilt. Straight up, unmitigated guilt over what happened to Lucas. He was beaten within a literal inch of his life because I didn’t take a looming threat seriously enough.

			Lucas paid the price for my inattention to an unsub who was desperately trying to catch my eye. It’s something I don’t know that I’ll ever forgive myself for. No matter what anybody says, I will always feel like I bear some weight of responsibility for what happened to him. 

			“Which brings me to my point,” Ayad says. “Even if Lucas does come back, it’s not going to be for a long while yet. He’s got physical rehab, psychological rehab—it’s going to be a lengthy process before he’s ready for the field again, Blake. And that’s assuming he still has the desire. Which means, you are going to have a hole in your roster for just as long. I can’t have that. You need to pick a replacement for Lucas.” 

			“Sir, we can run a man down—”

			“You can’t. Your squad needs two pairs,” he cuts me off. “Nobody goes solo in the field. Not even you, Blake. You know that.”

			I tuck my hair behind my ear, doing my best to tamp down the frustration bubbling up inside of me, which seems to be a constant chore these days. Not surprisingly, I’ve been on edge ever since Lucas’ attack. I’ve been a little crabbier and maybe a little more prone to not being able to control my irritation and lashing out. I know Ayad is right. Nobody goes solo in the field and right now with Lucas on the DL, Mo is without a partner. Which means I can’t put her in the field, which is inefficient from a team standpoint and a waste of her talents. 

			“Listen, I know you’re still beating yourself up about what happened to Lucas but it’s not your fault. And by continuing to flog yourself, you’re not doing yourself or your team any favors,” Ayad says, his voice tinged with compassion. “If you’d prefer, I can deactivate your team for a bit. Take you all out of the field and let you run cases from the FO. You can do the research and whatnot for the other squads in your unit. I know everybody’s still a bit shaken up so maybe take a little time and get your heads right.”

			I shake my head. “No. I appreciate the offer, but no. The best thing for us all is to stay active and stay in the field.” 

			“Then you need a replacement for Lucas—even if it’s only a temporary assignment.” 

			Something in his voice sets the bells off in my head and I raise my eyes to him. His face, as usual, is unreadable. But there’s a glint in his gaze that tells me all I need to know.

			“You already have somebody in mind,” I state.

			The corner of his mouth quirks upward. “I knew if I didn’t force the issue, you weren’t going to make a decision,” he says. “I want your team in the field. And like you say, your team needs it. So, I figured I needed to make an executive decision.”

			He drops the file in his hand on the table in front of me. I look at it for a moment like it’s a bomb that’s set and ready to go off then reluctantly pick it up and flip it open, scanning the first few pages of the agent’s dossier. 

			“She’s fresh out of the academy. She’s a lump of clay for you to mold,” Ayad says. “I figure you’d like her because, frankly, she reminds me of you.” 

			“Is an outside-the-box thinker who doesn’t mind challenging authority or shaking up what she feels is the status quo. Agent Boyle is enthusiastic, intelligent, and intuitive. She has a clear sense of right and wrong and is dedicated to her chosen profession. With the proper guidance and leadership, Boyle could turn out to be a star within the Bureau,” I recite from her psych eval. 

			“Sounds promising, no?” 

			I close the file and take a beat before looking up again. “Sir,” I finally say. “I’m not sure that I’m the right person to be molding young minds like this.”

			“Actually, I can’t think of anybody better,” he replies. “We have our differences and sometimes you drive me up a wall, Blake, but I respect the hell out of you. And frankly, I think the Bureau would be a lot better off if there were more agents like you running around.” 

			His words hit me like a punch to the gut that nearly drives the air from my lungs. We seem to be on opposite sides of the fence more often than not, and I had always gotten the impression that he simply tolerates me. I wasn’t prepared to hear him say what he just said. 

			“Thank you, sir,” is all I can think to say. 

			“No need to thank me for being honest,” he replies. “Just take Agent Boyle under your wing and show her how to get things done.” 

			“When will she be arriving?” 

			“A few days or so,” he says. “She’s got to finish up a few things at Quantico and then she’ll be flying out here. She’s very excited to join your team.” 

			“I’ll do my best to get her acclimated to the Bureau.” 

			“I know you will,” he says. 

			“And this is a temporary posting until Lucas comes back. Right?” 

			“It’s temporary,” he confirms. 

			As we leave the small office and go our separate ways, I reflect on what he’d said. Although she’s ostensibly just a placeholder until Lucas comes back, when he said it was a temporary posting, I couldn’t help but hear the words “for now,” in the silence of what he didn’t say. Yet acquiescing to his order still feels like I’m somehow betraying Lucas. It’s something that keeps echoing around my head and I’m not sure how I feel about it. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Seriously?” Astra asks, her mouth agape. “He’s forcing us to take on a newbie?”

			“So it would seem,” I say. 

			“I’m not sure how I feel about that.” 

			“That makes two of us.” 

			“Does that mean we’re giving up on Lucas coming back?” Mo asks.

			“Absolutely not. But he’s going to be gone for a while and we can’t be in the field a man down. You need a partner until Lucas comes back, Mo,” I reply. 

			I can see not everybody is thrilled with the thought of having a new face on our team. I’m not either. But it occurs to me that I would be the biggest hypocrite in the world if I don’t roll with the punches and get my team on board after lecturing the other leads to do the same thing when I announced the roster shake-ups this morning. The realization is a bitter pill to swallow but that’s what I have to do. 

			“The good news is that I’ve read through her file, and she seems like she could really become a solid agent. Obviously, a little raw being so fresh out of the academy, but we can get her up to speed before we send her on to her next posting,” I tell them.

			Though they’re obviously not thrilled with the idea of adding a new face, the idea that it’s a temporary posting seems to mollify them. For the moment anyway. I know our teams are insular little units that have pros and cons. On the pro side, becoming as tight as any family allows us to work together seamlessly. We can predict each other’s movements and know how everybody else thinks. We’re able to react to and play off one another without having to stop and think about it. Those are benefits when you’re out in the field. 

			The biggest con, of course, is what’s happening right now—the resistance to adding new blood. We tend to get territorial and consider anybody new coming in to be an outsider or like they’re some existential threat to our team. I’m not immune to it. It wasn’t all that long ago when Ayad forced me to take on Lucas and Nina. It took a minute to adjust to the new dynamic with them in the bullpen, but I can’t imagine my team without them now. I have to believe that this will be the same sort of experience. 

			Regardless of my personal feelings or the reticence of my team, it’s my job to integrate the newbie as well and seamlessly into this squad as I can. Just as I’d admonished my other team leads to do earlier this morning. Standing at the front of the bullpen, I take a minute to gather myself and let the rest of the team settle down.  

			“All right, now that we have that out of the way, let’s get started. We have a lead on this Eurus… the one who’s been sending me body parts,” I tell them. “And the man who attacked Lucas.” 

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t Ayad order us to steer as clear of that investigation as we could?” Astra asked.

			“He asked us to avoid the investigation into Lucas’ assault, yeah. And we’re going to do as he asked by focusing on the other part of the case—the body parts I was sent. We have to think there are people who were attached to those parts at one point in time, and if I were a betting woman, I’d lay money on those people no longer being alive. Hence, we have a couple of murders to solve. And if it just so happens we’re able to rain hell down on the creep who attacked Lucas, then I say all the better. It’s a happy coincidence,” I reply.

			“So, we’re going to abide by the rule of the law but violate the spirit of it,” Mo says. 

			“Yeah. Pretty much,” I respond. “But listen, I know this is getting into that gray area and I’m running the risk of incurring the wrath of those on high. So, this is volunteer only. If you’re not comfortable with it, I’m not going to force anybody to do it. You can take some personal time. Seriously. Don’t feel pressured into following me down this rabbit hole. I’m not going to hold it against anybody. I promise you.”

			“I can only speak for myself, but you know I’m with you,” Astra says. 

			“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Mo adds. 

			“If we can get the prick who attacked Lucas, you know I’m there,” Rick chimes in. 

			“Ditto all of that,” Nina says. 

			I kind of figured they’d all be in, but I wanted to make sure they all know it’s not required. I think it speaks to the tightness of our unit and the bond we all share that they are all willing to put their careers on the line to get some measure of justice for Lucas. 

			“Is everybody sure? If this goes sideways, I might not be able to protect you,” I tell them. “I want to make sure you all know what we’re getting into here.” 

			They all nod and answer in the affirmative without a moment’s hesitation. Again, it wasn’t unexpected, but seeing their willingness to instantly put their own skin in the game to step up on behalf of a friend and colleague warms my heart and reinforces my belief that I’ve got the best team on the planet. 

			“So, now that we have that settled, what do you have for us?” Astra asks.

			“Believe it or not, our new friend Eurus is somehow tied in with Alvin Perry,” I say.

			Astra pulls a face. “The serial killer you and Paxton put down?” 

			“Wasn’t he killed in prison?” Mo adds.

			“Yes to both questions. I helped Paxton put Perry in prison where he was killed,” I tell them. “The idea that this is linked to Perry came from Spenser Song.”  

			Spenser Song is a former Bureau colleague and the current sheriff in a small town about an hour south of here called Sweetwater Falls. She and I haven’t always been on the best of terms—she took my having her removed from a task force we worked together back in New York pretty personally and held onto that grudge for years. But circumstances threw us together recently and we helped each other finally close the case we worked back in New York. Actually, describing the case as closed probably isn’t the right word. 

			Kazu Uchimura, otherwise known as Enenra, the head of an international trafficking ring known as the Yokai Network, slipped through our fingers. Again. But we finally smashed his ring and turned his identity over to Interpol and other international policing and intelligence agencies, hopefully neutering him permanently. It’s as close to closing that case as we are going to get so, as Spenser said, it’s going to have to be enough. Through our work together, we’ve mended fences and I have to admit that it feels right. 

			“Okay, so what are we missing here? I’m not understanding how anything going on right now links to a dead serial killer” Mo states. 

			“Spenser mentioned that Eurus is the name of a character who is the younger sister of Sherlock and Mycroft Holmes—the smarter, sociopathic sister—on a television show,” I explain. “And if you remember the Perry case, one of the first things you’ll probably remember is that he was obsessed with Sherlock Holmes.”

			“Okay, but couldn’t the whole Sherlock thing just be a weird coincidence?” Rick asks. “I mean, these freaks thrive on these oddball mystiques they usually manufacture themselves.” 

			“You know how I feel about coincidences,” I say. “But to your point, no. I don’t believe so. After my chat with Spenser, I came back here to see about a hunch I had. Nina?” 

			She taps a few keys on her computer and the large screens on the wall behind me light up. A moment later, she calls up the list of names I’d had her look into after I talked to Spenser and had that hunch pop into my brain. 

			“On the left, you’ll see the complete list of the names of Alvin Perry’s victims,” Nina explains. “And on the right are the names of the two IDs we were able to get from the severed hands Eurus sent to Blake.” 

			“What do you notice?” I ask. 

			“The names,” Astra says with a grimace. “Eurus’ two victims are Cole Rafferty and Danny West. Perry’s first two victims were Elgin Cole and Danny Herman.” 

			“I don’t get it. What about the names?” Rick asks, sounding confused. 

			“Eurus is picking victims based on Perry’s pattern… the first both have Cole in their names. The second is Danny,” Mo explains. “He’s going to be hard-pressed to find somebody with the exact names, so he’s improvising.”

			“How can you be so brilliant but so dense at the same time?” Astra asks with a grin. 

			“I guess I’m just a multi-faceted kind of dude like that,” he says. “For what it’s worth, I get it now and that is twisted as hell.” 

			“What I want to know is whether he’s simply using Perry as inspiration or if he’s got some other sort of tangible connection to the man,” Astra wonders. 

			“That’s the million-dollar question. I spoke with Eurus, and he tells me that he never visited Perry in prison but assures me there was a real connection there,” I reply. 

			“And are we believing him?” Mo asks. 

			“Oh, hell no. He may be telling the truth, I don’t know. But I’m not going to assume that he is,” I reply. “That’s why we are going to comb through all the visitor logs, every phone call, and piece of correspondence Perry received in his brief time behind bars. We’re going to find out who Perry was talking to. And then we’re going to find out why these people were talking to him. Hopefully, we’ll be able to come up with at least one solid lead out of that pile.” 

			“And if we don’t?” Astra asks. “We should probably have another investigative track laid out we can pivot to if needs be.” 

			“Great idea. Knew I kept you around for a reason. Rick, do me a favor and compile a list of everybody in the Seattle area with one of the names of Perry’s third victim—Thomas Cooper.” 

			“That’s going to be a pretty lengthy list, I’d wager,” he says.

			“I’m sure it will be. But if we can’t find anything from the prison, it’s the next logical step,” I reply. “If needs be, we can figure out parameters for narrowing it down later.”

			“We’re also assuming he’s going to stick to the accepted order of Perry’s kills. What if he deviates and takes one of Perry’s later kills?” Astra suggests. 

			“Then we’ll have to pivot,” I say. “Right now, since he used kill number one and two in order, we’re going to assume he’ll choose victim three next. But I’d like to get this guy before there is a victim number three.” 

			“I think we all would,” Astra agrees. 

			“What are we going to tell Ayad?” Mo asks. 

			“As little as possible,” I reply. “He knows what he needs to know right now, but on the off chance he asks, I want us to be as vague and non-committal as possible.” 

			“So, we’re giving him the mushroom treatment,” Rick says. 

			“The mushroom treatment?” Astra asks. 

			“Keep him in the dark and feed him nothing but crap,” Rick cracks. 

			There’s a moment’s pause in the room before everybody erupts into laughter that goes on for a couple of minutes. Still chuckling to myself, I shake my head.

			“It’s a little more colorful than I would have put it, but yeah. That’s essentially right,” I say. “Anyway, let’s go ahead and get started on—”  

			The chirping of my cell phone cuts me off mid-sentence. I would normally have a flash of irritation, but the tone lets me know it’s my kid sister Kit calling, which brings a smile to my face. I connect the call and tell her to hang on for a second then turn to the team.

			“Okay, guys, get started on that,” I say. “I’ll join you in a minute.” 

			I turn and head into my office and close the door behind me, perching on the corner of my desk as I press the phone to my ear. 

			“Kit, it’s been too long. Where are—” 

			“Blake, I need to talk to you,” she interrupts. “Like now.” 

			“Okay, I’ve got time—”

			“No, face to face. I need to meet with you in person. I need some help.” 

			She sounds harried and there’s a slight note of something akin to panic in her voice. It makes every hair on the back of my neck stand on end as I’m suddenly awash in goosebumps. My sister is about the coolest customer around and rolls with the punches better than most anybody I know. Including me. She’s always calm and never gets rattled. So, to hear her on edge this hard tells me there is something very wrong.

			“Are you okay? What’s going on?” 

			“Not on the phone,” she insists. “Let’s get together. I’m here.”

			“How long have you been in town?” 

			“I’ll fill you in on everything when you get here,” she says. “Trust me, you’re going to want to hear what I have to say. Something bad is in the works, Blake.” 

			“Okay, let’s meet. Just tell me where.” 
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			Chagall’s, Little Moscow, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“Kit, seriously, are you okay?” 

			After a brief and awkward hug, we sit down across from each other at the table in the packed coffee house. Kit remains silent for a moment as she bites her thumbnail, a habit I recall from our childhood. When she was feeling intense, mostly negative emotions, she’d chew on her fingernails. And as I look at the chewed, nearly raw, and bloody ends of her fingers and nailbeds, I can see that she’s feeling something pretty intensely. 

			“Talk to me.” 

			“I’m fine. I promise you,” she says. “I’m just a little stressed out right now.” 

			“I can tell,” I reply, motioning to her ragged fingernails. 

			“Yeah.” 

			Kit gives me a rueful grin and quickly drops her hands below the table so I can’t see them. The waitress bustles over and drops our coffee drinks off and flashes us a quick smile with all the warmth of a glacier then quickly turns and steps away without a word. With a frown on my face, I look across the table at my kid sister as she tucks a thick strand of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. We both inherited our hair and green eyes from our mother, but where I got our dad’s curvy, athletic build, Kit took after our mother. She’s tall—an inch taller than my five-nine frame—and lithe. She’s athletic, lean, and as graceful as a dancer. 

			“Kit, what are we doing here?” I ask. 

			“I’m looking for somebody.”

			“Who?”

			She gnaws on her bottom lip and looks around the crowded shop, scrutinizing everybody around us. My sister is one of the most confident and self-assured people I know. But sitting across from her, I see a look of uncertainty on her face. More worrisome than that though, is the glimmer of fear I see shimmering in her eyes. Since her return to my life, I’ve never seen her scared. Of anything. And seeing it in her face now scares me for her. 

			“Why are we in Little Moscow?” I ask. “What’s here for you?” 

			A wry smile twists her lips. “I like the ambiance.” 

			Named after the famed painter, Chagall’s is a combination café, coffee house, and art gallery in the middle of Little Moscow. It’s appropriate since Marc Chagall was born in Russia—or what’s now considered Belarus anyway. Local artists, mostly of Russian heritage, have their pieces on display here. It seems an odd place for her to ask for a meeting with me. 

			The day our parents were murdered, Kit was abducted. I was twelve and she was eight, and losing my entire family in one day had ripped a hole in my soul that in some ways, I’m still trying to fill. For most of my life, I thought Kit was dead. In reality, though, Kit spent all that time being educated and trained by an international criminal organization whose one goal for her was to rip apart any sense of self and transform her into a living weapon. She spent most of her life as a spy and an assassin. Despite the things she was forced to do, Kit never lost sight of who she was and spent years trying to work her way back to me. She eventually succeeded then helped me bring that organization down.

			To avoid going to prison for the many crimes she was forced to commit, she had no choice but to agree to a deal with the CIA. She’s an independent contractor for them now, using all the skills she’d been taught, but in service to the interests of the US instead. I don’t like it. It puts her in some dangerous positions. But I tell myself that at least she’s free when the alternative is visiting her in some federal supermax prison a couple of times a year. In times like this though, when I can see she’s rattled and in fear for her life, the idea of prison doesn’t seem like the worst place for her to be. At least if she was in a cell, I’d know she was safe.

			She takes a sip of her coffee then sets her cup down gently and leans forward. Her expression tightens and her eyes shimmer with tears she’s fighting to keep from falling. But then she draws in a deep breath and holds it for a few seconds before letting it out slowly, seeming to be steeling herself to tell me whatever she’s holding back.  

			“I got into town a couple of days ago—and before you get on me about not touching base right away, I needed to lay low,” she starts. “I’ve been looking for a contact of mine.” 

			“Did you find them?” 

			“Not yet,” she says, shaking her head slowly. 

			“You seem worried.” 

			“I am. I haven’t been able to get in touch with her in days,” Kit tells me. “This is one of her usual spots, so I’ve been hanging out here all day hoping she’d stop by. She hasn’t.”

			“I take it that’s unusual.”

			“It’s unheard of,” Kit replies. 

			“Why don’t you tell me what this is all about,” I tell her. “I’m assuming you called me because you need my help. So, let me help.” 

			Kit pauses and that hit of fear flashes across her face again. But then her jaw flexes as she grits her teeth, and she looks at me with an expression of steely determination and perhaps even a bit of anger etched into her features.  

			“I’m being hunted, Blake.”

			“Hunted? Who’s hunting you? What are you talking about?” 

			She glances around slowly, then leans across the table and pitches her voice lower. 

			“I was doing a job in France. We’ve been hunting an arms dealer—one of the world’s most notorious arms dealers, actually,” she says. “My partner… he…” 

			Kit’s voice trails off and her face clouds over with emotion and she averts her eyes. 

			“Byron—my partner—he went off script and got himself killed,” she tells me. 

			“Off script? What do you mean?” 

			“He set up an unsanctioned meet with the dealer we’ve been hunting. He must have been made as CIA because he disappeared and was dropped on the street two days later,” she says, her voice thick with grief. “He’d been tortured and beaten—broken bones, fingers cut off. He’d been stabbed more than a dozen times and had multiple skull fractures. And that was before they put two in the back of his head. He was… unrecognizable, Blake. The only reason I knew it was him was because they pinned his ID to his shirt.” 

			“Jesus,” I say. 

			“It was as vicious a murder as I’ve ever seen.” 

			“And you’re sure it was this arms dealer you’ve been looking into and not some other side beef he had with somebody else?” I ask.  

			“I got an email he sent me telling me he was meeting with the dealer we’ve been hunting. It was a scheduled email, which tells me it was a failsafe to let me know what happened to him if his meet went sideways,” she says. “Which, it obviously did.” 

			A thousand thoughts run through my mind and I’m having trouble separating the emotion out of it. All I seem able to see in my mind’s eye is my baby sister’s broken, bloodied body on the ground with two bullets in the back of her head. I’ve always known what Kit’s doing with the Agency is dangerous. But I’ve always tried to console myself with the knowledge that between the organization that took her all those years ago and the Agency itself, she’s one of the most highly trained and lethal people on the planet. She can take care of herself. 

			I run a hand over my face and try to keep myself calm as images of Kit being tortured and murdered continue scrolling through my mind like the most horrible highlight reel in the world. I close my eyes and grit my teeth, taking a second to try and banish those images from my mind. I need to stop thinking about this like a big sister and start thinking about it like an investigator. Kit came to me for help, and I can’t fail her. I won’t fail her.  

			“Okay, what makes you think the dealer is coming after you?” I ask. 

			She opens her mouth but hesitates as that dark combination of grief blended with fear twists her features again. Kit sniffs loudly and nods to herself then raises her eyes to mine.

			“Byron’s body was left outside the building where our cover apartments were,” she replies. “I wasn’t there at the time, so it seems like they were sending me a message.” 

			That ominous feeling in my gut gets even thicker as my worry for my sister grows. I swallow hard and sit up a little straighter. 

			“Anyway, it seems likely if they sussed out Byron’s true identity and knew he was working for the Agency, there’s a chance they know about me, too,” Kit tells me. “Although she’s unconvinced those were Alekto’s doing, my handler suggested I blow town and lay low while this all gets sorted out and they have a viable suspect.”

			The disgust in Kit’s voice couldn’t be clearer. She believes this arms dealer is responsible for her partner’s death, and I know her well enough to know it’s going to take an act of God to move her from that position. There’s no point in debating it with her. Not yet anyway. 

			“Shaking all the trees and trying to get in touch with an informant doesn’t sound much like laying low, Kit. When your handler tells you—” 

			“You know I can’t be hands-off with this,” she cuts me off. “And I sure as hell know you wouldn’t just sit back and do nothing. Not when somebody close to you is murdered.” 

			I bite off my next words and look down at the table. She’s not wrong. Not being able to stop ourselves from sticking our noses into situations that hit close to home must be a family trait. It’s what got our parents killed, after all. 

			“You cared about him. Byron, I mean,” I say. 

			“I did. But not in the way you think,” she replies. “He was a good man. One of the best I’ve ever known. He was a mentor to me. We’ve been on this case for months now. Months. And we’ve grown very close. He was one of the best friends I’ve ever had. And now… now he’s gone.” 

			I reach across the table and take Kit’s hand, giving it a firm squeeze as the tears finally spill from the corners of her eyes and race down her cheeks. She pulls her hand away then covers her face, hiding her tears from me. It only takes a couple of beats before she’s back in control of herself, and when she puts her hands down, her face is blank and emotionless. All the training she’s received in her life has taught her to master her emotions, but even still, I can see it’s taking a Herculean effort for her to keep them in check. 

			“The first thing we need to do is get you to a safe house,” I say. “Does your handler—”

			“Look, full disclosure here—my handler isn’t exactly looped in on all the details. This is something Byron and I were working on the side,” she admits. 

			“Wonderful. This is going to go over really well with my boss,” I groan. “Is there anything else you’re not telling me?” 

			“I’m sorry. I know I’m putting you in a tough spot right now. But you know as well as I do that the Agency can’t operate on US soil. So, even if my handler wanted and was able to do something, she couldn’t,” she says. 

			“You should have gone to Homeland with this—”

			“I don’t trust anybody at Homeland or any of the other alphabet agencies, for that matter. There’s too much double-dealing and politicking involved. You’re the only person I trust with this, Blake. I know you’ll do what it takes to get this job done,” she says. 

			I clench my jaw, still not loving the fact that she’s put me in the middle of this. Homeland and the CIA are not going to be happy if they find out I’m running an investigation based on a tip from one of their people and didn’t see fit to loop them in. But I guess until I can confirm what my sister is telling me, there is nothing to loop them in on. A tip from a confidential source isn’t evidence of anything. 

			“We were on other business in Paris but heard rumors that Alekto was there. So, we deviated from our main mission and tried to get a bead on her,” she tells me. “We’ve been trying to run this dealer down for a very long time and that was as close as we’ve ever gotten. We thought if we could get that proof, the higher-ups at the Agency would be forced to take us seriously. Alekto is a real player and she’s dangerous as hell. I need your help. Please.” 

			Kit is a proud woman. She’s tough. And like me, she doesn’t like asking for help. She’d rather cut off her fingers one by one than admit she needs somebody’s help. I like to think that I’ve gotten better about it as I’ve gotten older, but I know for me, it’s still a struggle. 

			“I wouldn’t have come to you with this if I had any other options,” she says quietly. 

			I breathe through my nose. There’s no point in going through this any further. It’s not like I’m going to turn away my sister. Not after we have both worked so hard to escape from the shadow that dominated so much of our lives.

			“Alekto, huh?” I ask. “You’re sure about the name and the fact that she’s a woman?” 

			It’s not unheard of, but it’s still surprising all the same. Like a lot of things in this world, arms dealing tends to be a boy’s club and there aren’t many women in the game. And there are even fewer who thrive in the game to the point of achieving the near mythical status Kit seems to be ascribing to this woman. 

			“Yeah. We’re pretty positive of that,” Kit tells me. “And Byron had developed some intel that suggests she’s originally from somewhere in Eastern Europe—Poland, Romania, Ukraine, or maybe Belarus specifically.”

			“That’s not a lot to go on.” 

			“That’s all we have at the moment,” she says. “We thought we had a chance to add to that base of knowledge in Paris though.” 

			“All right. We’re going to need to confirm this information. We need to find your source and vet whatever intel she’s got,” I tell her. “But first things first. We need to get you to a safe house. Let me make a couple of calls—”

			She cuts me off with a shake of the head. “I’m not going to be sidelined here, Blake. This may be my only shot at getting some bit of justice for Byron and proving to the Agency that she is out there like we’ve been telling them for months,” she seethes. “No. There’s no way in hell I’m going to pass up this chance. I’m going to help take her down.”

			Kit’s expression is sober, and I recognize that stubborn gleam in her eye all too well. It’s yet another family trait we share.

			“There’s more though,” she says. 

			“I figured. What is it?” 

			“My source told me she’s going to sell a dirty bomb to an interested buyer.” 

			Her words hit me like a shot to the gut that nearly leaves me breathless. If somebody sets off a dirty bomb in a major population center, it has the potential to kill hundreds. Maybe thousands. 

			“I think you kind of buried the lede there, Kit.” 

			“Sorry.” 

			“And you’re sure she’s coming to the States?”

			“Worse,” Kit says. “My source told me she’s already here.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Alekto was one of the Greek Furies,” I explain. “That tells us a little something about how our arms dealer sees herself.” 

			“She sees herself as a spirit of justice and/or vengeance,” Astra finishes. 

			“Something like that, most likely,” I reply. 

			Slipping my hands in my pockets, I pace at the front of the room still trying to slow my mind, which is spinning like a top. After leaving Chagall’s, I brought Kit back to the field office with me. It seems like the safest place for her to be right now until we can figure out other arrangements. If this Alekto really does know who Kit is, then it’s probably a good bet she knows who I am, so staying at my place is out of the question. ‘

			“Okay, so, she’s an arms dealer but sees herself as some sort of avenging angel?” Mo asks. 

			“In a sense, yes. I believe so. Or, at the very least, she sees herself as providing the tools that allow others to seek justice for themselves,” I say. “It suggests that she perhaps suffered some sort of horrible trauma in her own life and was never able to get justice for it. A trauma that made her feel completely powerless. She might have gotten into dealing weapons as a way to take back control in her life as well as to ensure others don’t feel that sense of powerlessness she endured.” 

			Kit frowns. “It could also be that she just loves money.” 

			“Sure. It’s possible,” I say. “But I’ve found that everybody has a story or some hidden motivation guiding the things they do. People don’t usually just wake up one day and say ‘hey, I think I’ll start dealing guns and bombs.’ There’s always an inflection point in their lives. It’s just as true for an arms dealer as it is for a serial killer. There’s always some trauma hidden somewhere in their stories. We just need to find it.” 

			“Okay, assuming you’re right, and maybe you are, what good does knowing what her trauma is do for us?” Kit asks impatiently. “We need to find her now before—” 

			“Knowing her past can help us predict her future,” I cut her off. “You need to trust us, Kit. We’ve been at this for a while, and we know what we’re doing.” 

			Kit’s so raw and so emotional about this, she’s not thinking clearly right now. I understand why she’s in this state but if we’re going to help her, and if we’re going to stop an international arms dealer from selling a dirty bomb in this country, I need her to get her head in the game. 

			“Well, I can’t speak to her past traumas. What we know right now is that she’s got no stated political or national allegiance. She’s not out there making grand statements or writing manifestos,” Kit says from her spot beside Astra.  

			“So, what else do we know about Alekto? I mean about her personal life,” Astra asks. 

			A frown on her face, Kit gets to her feet and steps to the front of the room. She’s tense and I see the uncertainty on her face. 

			“The truth is, we know almost nothing about Alekto. Not really. A lot of what I’m sharing with you is educated guesswork my partner and I did,” Kit says as she folds her arms over her chest. “Honestly, there are some within the Agency who think she’s nothing more than a ghost story. Or an amalgamation of several different dealers. That’s how little we have on her. And among those who agree with us and believe there is an arms dealer named Alekto running around outfitting bad guys, there’s even less agreement that she’s a woman. And forget trying to nail down her nation of origin. The woman is a ghost. But I’m telling you that she exists. I know that as well as I know my own name. She’s real and she murdered my partner.” 

			I look at Kit for a moment then exchange a quick glance with Astra. I know what she’s thinking—this is starting to sound a bit like a snipe hunt. The last thing I want to do is waste time chasing our tails. Not when we can be doing some actual work to try and track down Eurus and get justice for Lucas as well as prevent who knows how many more murders. On the chance that Kit is right though, and there is an arms dealer on US soil looking to sell a dirty bomb, we can’t turn away from this. We’re going to have to find a way to do both. 

			“If the Agency is so divided on whether or not this woman even exists, what makes you so sure she does, Kit?” Astra asks. 

			“Other than the fact that she murdered my partner?” Kit fires back. 

			“Until we have irrefutable evidence this Alekto killed your partner, we can’t assume anything. You know that. I know it’s the same way with the Agency—you don’t act until you have unimpeachable, actionable evidence,” I reply. 

			She looks down and I can see the frustration etched into her features. I feel for her but I’m not wrong. We need to establish the facts of the case instead of twisting what we know to fit our theory. And she knows that. 

			“Okay, so we find my contact and we get the evidence. Fine,” Kit says. 

			“That’s the idea.” 

			“Are we going to loop in Ayad?” Mo asks. “Or what about Homeland or the ATF? If we have a threat of a dirty bomb, they should be made aware, yeah?” 

			“We’re going to hold off for now,” I reply. “Until we have evidence there’s a dirty bomb being sold, there’s no reason to stir up a hornets’ nest. If we’re wrong, it’s only going to damage our credibility and put a lot of undue attention on all of us.” 

			Mo frowns. “Yeah, but—” 

			“We’re keeping a lid on this for now, Mo,” I say firmly. “I understand and appreciate your concerns, but for now, this stays in-house. I don’t want to cause a panic among the public or the other alphabet agencies until we have something solid and a reason for worry.” 

			“Copy that,” Mo replies, though I can tell she’s not happy with it. 

			“Okay, so just so we’re all clear, we need to find evidence of an arms dealer named Alekto who may or may not hail from Eastern Europe and who may or may not exist—no offense, Kit,” Astra says. “Who may or may not be in town to do a deal for a dirty bomb that also may or may not be real. Does that about cover it?” 

			A rueful grin twists Kit’s lips. “Yeah, that about covers it,” she says. “Other than the fact that Alekto is real, she did murder my partner, and she’s here to sell a dirty bomb.” 

			“And are we also to assume that your bosses at the Agency know nothing about what you’re doing, what you have done, and what you’re about to do?” Astra presses. 

			“That’s a fair assessment,” she says. 

			“What is it with you Wilder women?” Rick asks with a grin. “Can’t you just do normal things like once? Like start a knitting circle or something?” 

			Kit and I exchange a look and a shrug before we both share a laugh. That seems to bring the temperature in the bullpen down a bit as everybody else laughs along with us. Slowly, it all tapers off and we all put our game faces back on but the air in the room about us is markedly lighter.

			“What about Eurus?” Mo asks. “Are we going to put him on hold?” 

			“Who’s Eurus?” Kit asks. 

			I give her the Cliff Notes version of the story, getting her up to speed on what we’re working on. She listens and her face grows tighter with every word I speak. 

			“My God. I’m so sorry about Lucas,” she says. “I had no idea.” 

			“Sounds like you’ve had enough on your own plate as it was,” I say then turn to Mo. “And no, we’re not putting Eurus on hold. We’re just going to have to do double duty. It’s not going to be easy, but it’s necessary.” 

			“So, we’ve got two off-the-books investigations going on at once,” Nina says with a nervous chuckle. “Go big or go home, I guess.” 

			“Ayad will blow a gasket if he finds out what we’re up to,” Mo remarks. 

			“To be fair, he’s always on the verge of blowing a gasket,” Astra says. 

			“That’s true,” Mo replies with a laugh. 

			“I promise you guys that I will bring Ayad into the loop on Alekto and this dirty bomb the moment we have something substantive,” I tell him. “My only intention is to keep him from looking over our shoulders while we’re looking into Eurus. And if we’re on the hunt for an arms dealer and a dirty bomb, he’s going to set up shop in here. I don’t want that.”

			“None of us wants that,” Astra adds. 

			I look around the bullpen at the faces of my team and see a mixture of trepidation and gritty resolve. Getting to my feet, I walk to the front of the room and take a spot next to my sister.

			“I know I’m asking you guys for a lot here. And believe me, I know what’s at stake for all of us. The last thing I want to do is pressure any of you into participating in something that could drive your career into a ditch,” I start. “So, I’m going to say this one more time—this is a volunteer assignment. If you don’t want to be part of this, tell me now and I can temporarily reassign you to one of the other squads. Ayad already knows I’m shuffling personnel around, so it won’t look like anything is amiss. I swear to you that once this is over, I’ll bring you back here and nobody is going to think any less of you.” 

			Having given my speech, I fall silent and look around the bullpen. They’re all looking around at one another, but nobody is speaking. I don’t know why I expected anything different.

			“Anybody?” I ask. “Last chance before we start getting into the meat of our investigations, guys. Honestly, if you’re hesitant to bend the rules here, I get it. And it’s not a problem.” 

			“We’re with you, boss,” Astra says after another lengthy silence. 

			“Okay. Excellent,” I say. “But if at any time you feel like we’re getting a little too far over the line and you want to pull the rip cord, just know you have that option. This isn’t the mafia; you can get out any time you want.” 

			“Whatever,” Mo says. “So, what are our assignments?” 

			“Okay, for now, I want Rick, Nina, and Mo to keep going through Alvin Perry’s correspondence and running backgrounds on everybody who called and visited him. I want to keep that going. We can’t afford to let that avenue stall out,” I say. 

			“Copy that,” Mo says. 

			“Also, Rick, how is the list I asked you to compile coming along?” 

			“It’s compiling,” he replies. “Like I said, it’s going to be a big ass list so it’s going to take some time to put together.” 

			“Fair enough. Thank you,” I say. 

			“And what about us?” Astra asks. 

			“You, me, and Kit are going to start looking for her contact,” I say. “We need to get the intel she has and start vetting it to see if we have a dirty bomb problem on our hands or not.” 

			“Okay. So… where do we begin?” Astra asks. 

			I turn to Kit. “Thoughts, oh sister of mine?” 

			She screws up her face and purses for a moment, thinking for a few beats before she finally nods as a thought occurs to her. 

			“Can you ping a phone number for me?” she asks. 
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			Trade Winds Motel (Room 304), Northgate District; Seattle, WA

			“Charming place,” Astra says.

			“Anja’s doing the best she can to get by,” Kit replies. “She’s undocumented, so it’s not like she’s got a lot of options to begin with.” 

			I hold my breath as we climb the rickety old stairs, half convinced they’re going to give out under us before we reach the third floor. The Trade Winds Motel has seen better days. It’s a seedy hotel in a seedy part of the city. The Northgate district is known for its violent crime as well as its rampant drug problem. Gentrification efforts have failed, and the problems here only seem to get worse with every passing year and Seattle’s politicians—as well as its police—seem to have given up on trying to reclaim this part of the city. 

			The portions of the walls not covered in graffiti have holes punched into them, half the lights don’t work, leaving the hallways in a perpetual gloom, and there is a permanent stench of decay in the air all around us. But I guess you can’t expect high-end accommodations for thirty bucks a night or one fifty for the week. The Trade Winds is a place where people with limited options wind up. It’s also an ideal spot for people who don’t want to be found to hide out. 

			“Sorry,” Astra says. “I didn’t mean to make any judgments.” 

			Kit offers her a soft, conciliatory smile. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. She’s been working with me for a little while now and I just… I feel kind of responsible for her.”

			As a little kid, Kit had a habit of bringing home strays. I can’t even remember all the dogs, cats, squirrels, and birds that passed through our doors. Our folks always made sure they went to a good shelter, but sometimes that took a few days, and Kit always tried to nurse them back to health in that time. She always had an outsized sense of responsibility for them, so it’s not entirely surprising that she feels that way about this woman.

			“What’s her name again?” I ask. 

			“Anja Kalyiev,” Kit replies and gestures to the door in front of us. “This is her room.” 

			The paint on the door to room 304 has mostly chipped away, there are cracks in the wood, and the numbers look to have been written on with a Sharpie. With Astra and I standing behind her, Kit gently knocks on the door. 

			“Anja,” she calls. “It’s Kit. Open up.” 

			We’ve tried calling half a dozen times already so none of us are expecting her to be here. I’m hoping nothing bad has happened to her, but given what happened to Kit’s partner, I think it’s a possibility we need to consider and start developing an investigative strategy that doesn’t rely on her informant. But my sister won’t hear it. Not yet. 

			When Anja doesn’t answer, Kit furtively looks up and down the hallway. I know what she’s about to do and could have told her that it doesn’t matter. In this hotel, just like this entire part of the city, silence is golden. People have an ingrained habit of not seeing or hearing anything. 

			“Keep your eyes peeled,” she says anyway. 

			Kit pulls a small black case out of her back pocket and kneels down, then quickly works the lock. Not even thirty seconds later, I hear a click and Kit slips her kit back into her pocket as she gets to her feet. She looks over and gives us a wry grin. 

			“Sorry. I’m a little rusty,” she says.

			“Yeah. That took forever,” Astra replies dryly. 

			Kit steps back as Astra and I pull our weapons. Reaching out, Astra turns the knob and pushes the door inward. With my Glock leading the way, I move in fast and low, sweeping the room from side to side. It’s empty. The room is shabby, run-down, and looks like it hasn’t been updated since before I was born. There’s horrendous copper-colored carpeting on the floor that’s matted, crusty, and has a busy pattern, which is undoubtedly meant to hide the half-century of stains ground into it. 

			To our left is an undersized queen bed with a comforter that, nauseatingly enough, matches the carpeting. The wallpaper is a faded, dingy yellow color and the furniture in the room—a small, round table and a pair of nightstands flanking the bed—is nicked and scarred. There’s one window that overlooks an alleyway as dingy as the hotel that’s cracked open, allowing the air in the room to become saturated with the fetid stench emanating from the dumpsters outside. 

			“Clear,” I announce. 

			Astra quickly follows me in, checks the closet and then the bathroom. “Clear here.” 

			I holster my weapon and turn around to find Kit standing in the doorway with her Sig Sauer P320 in her hand and squint at her. 

			“You know you can’t carry, Kit,” I tell her. “The Agency can’t run ops on US soil—”

			“Not unless they’ve got oversight from one of the alphabet agencies. You’re FBI, which means that qualifies,” she says. “Besides, technically, I’m not an agent—I’m a contractor. There’s a difference—I won’t get one of those stars on the wall if I’m killed in action.” 

			“Don’t even talk that way,” I tell her. 

			“Anyway, there is no way I’m going unarmed. Not when we’re dealing with the people we’re undoubtedly going to run across,” she says.

			“You’re proficient in just about every martial art on the planet, Kit. I don’t think you need a gun to protect yourself,” I say.

			“It doesn’t hurt to have options,” she says with a shrug. “Besides, I’ve got a concealed carry permit, so you’re covered. They at least saw fit to give me that. But I’m not working in any capacity for the Agency right now. I’m off the reservation on this. I was told to lay low and stay out of trouble, remember?”

			“Yeah, this really isn’t doing either of those things,” I remark.

			“You can’t be surprised,” Astra says as she pokes through the things in the room. “She listens to orders about as well as you do. It must be a Wilder family trait.” 

			“Not helping,” I say. 

			“Not wrong, either,” she lobbies back. “On a serious note, if we’re trying to track down international gun runners and assassins, letting Kit carry isn’t the worst idea in the world since we know for a fact that she’s a better shot than either of us.” 

			I grimace as I recall the last time the three of us were at the shooting range. Astra and I are good shots. We’re both always in the top five percent of our shooting qualifications and we’ve both placed within the top ten of the Bureau’s shooting competitions we’ve entered. But I sometimes forget just how lethal my sister is with a weapon in her hand. Either hand. It saddens me to think about how she became so proficient, but the truth is, we’re all probably a little bit safer if Kit is carrying and has our backs. 

			“All right. Fine,” I grouse. “You can keep your weapon. Just… try to keep yourself from shooting anybody. I don’t want to deal with all the paperwork that will be sure to follow.” 

			“I’ll do my best,” Kit replies with a sarcastic edge in her voice.

			“Got Anja’s phone,” Astra says as she pulls it out from under a pile of magazines and holds it up for us to see. “It’s locked.” 

			“That’s not good,” Kit says. “She never goes anywhere without her phone.” 

			I take the phone from Astra and give it a look. It’s a prepaid burner you can find in pretty much any liquor store these days if you’re doing shady things and looking to stay off the radar. I turn and search the rest of the room, looking through everything Anja left behind—which frankly, isn’t much. There’s a light blue duffel bag with some clothes in it sitting on the battered chair at the table but not much else for us to go through. It’s troubling that she left her phone behind but it’s hardly definitive proof that something terrible happened to her. 

			“We’ll have Rick and Nina work on the phone. See if they can pull anything off it,” I say. 

			Kit paces the room, checking and rechecking the small piles of paper, the magazines, and pushing the fast-food wrappers strewn about the table. 

			“What is it with you and Anja?” I ask. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I can see that she’s deep under your skin,” I reply. “I was just wondering what the story was.” 

			She shrugs. “I met her a while back when I was working another case. She was a trafficking victim over in Eastern Europe and we helped get her out,” she says. “I worked with some contacts and got her stateside and got her clean. She was working—at a bar, but it was a job. And we were trying to get her asylum. I thought I got her set up and on the right track.”

			“So, what happened?”

			“The damage they did to her as a young girl… it left scars. Deep ones,” she says with a sour look on her face. “She lapsed back into drugs and then turning tricks to support her habit. Anja’s story isn’t unique, but for some reason, it hit me harder than most.” 

			“It’s because I think you see yourself in her,” I say. “I think you also see how close you came to being just like her if your abductors hadn’t decided on a different path for you.” 

			“Yeah. Maybe,” she says quietly. “Probably.” 

			Movement in the corner of my eye draws my attention and I turn to see a large, burly man standing in the doorway. His expression is one of surprise, but he quickly recovers and reaches underneath his jacket, sending a white-hot bolt of adrenaline coursing through me. 

			“Gun!” I shout. 

			The three of us dive for cover as the sharp crack of the shots rings out. I hear the hard thud of three slugs hitting the wall behind me as I hit the barely padded carpeting with a grunt. I look up to see that the doorway is empty but hear the hard pounding of his footsteps ebbing down the wood flooring of the hallway as he runs. 

			“Is everybody okay?” I call out. 

			“Fine,” Kit replies as she jumps to her feet. 

			“Let’s go!” shouts Astra.

			The three of us dash out of the room, giving chase to the man who just indiscriminately took shots at us. We pound down the stairs and through the lobby of the hotel and make it out to the parking lot in time to see him dive into a black SUV that is already squealing out of the parking lot. We stand and watch as it rockets out onto the street, nearly colliding with a smaller car before righting itself and racing away. 

			“Dammit,” I mutter.

			“Who in the hell was that?” Astra asks. 

			“No clue. I didn’t get a great look at him,” Kit replies.  

			My pounding heart begins to slow but the torrent of adrenaline is still flowing through my veins. Nearly getting shot tends to have that effect. 

			“The fact that a hitter showed up like that and was willing to take a few potshots at us tells me your friend Anja is in more trouble than you thought,” I say. 

			Kit’s face falls. “Yeah. I guess it kind of seems that way.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Can you explain to me why I just got off the phone with Captain Godwin with the Seattle PD who tells me you were involved in a shooting?” Ayad asks as he strides into the bullpen. 

			“I was just about to come see you about that, sir. I was just updating my team and trying to get security footage from the hotel pulled,” I say. 

			“Uh-huh,” he grumbles. “What happened?” 

			“We were searching a hotel room when an unknown man showed up and fired off a few shots at us. We gave chase but he got away,” I say. 

			His arms folded over his chest, Ayad looks around the bullpen and when his eyes land on my sister, I cringe. 

			“What are you doing here, Ms. Wilder?” he asks. 

			“Consulting?” she replies. 

			His frown deepens as his face grows tighter. “Consulting on what exactly?” 

			Kit glances at me, looking for some sort of guidance. I knew I was going to have to bring Ayad into the loop on this at some point. I’ve just been hoping it wouldn’t be until I had something substantive to offer. A small frown pulling my mouth down, I give her a subtle shake of my head. 

			“Sir, Kit has been chasing an international arms dealer for a while now,” I start. “She believes this dealer—”

			“Murdered my partner,” Kit cuts in. 

			I glare at her, and she raises her chin, looking at me with a defiant gleam in her eye. I narrow my eyes and clench my jaw, silently telling her to back off and keep her mouth shut. To Kit’s credit, she gives me a subtle nod and looks down. Ayad gives me an impatient look. 

			“There is a lot yet that needs to be substantiated, sir,” I say. “But this arms dealer, known as Alekto, may have murdered Kit’s partner in Paris—” 

			“What am I missing here, Chief Wilder? This sounds like an Agency issue, not a Bureau issue,” he cuts me off. 

			“The part that makes this a Bureau issue is that Kit’s contact, whose hotel room we were in when we got shot at, touched base to let her know the dealer she’s been chasing—who, yes, murdered her partner—is here in Seattle looking to sell a dirty bomb,” I tell him. 

			Ayad’s face blanches as he looks at the floor beneath his feet and I can see the wheels in his mind start to spin as he tries to organize his thoughts while formulating a plan of action. The air in the bullpen crackles with a tense electricity as everybody exchanges glances with one another while we wait to see what he says. Ayad finally turns to me, his expression tight. 

			“I assume you already have or are planning to liaise with the Agency, ATF, and Homeland?” he asks, his tone as tight as his face.

			“Not yet, sir—”

			“You’re kidding me?” he growls. “If we’ve got a threat of domestic terrorism—” 

			“Sir, full disclosure here, we’re still trying to corroborate what Kit’s informant told her. To be honest, there’s a division within the Agency about Alekto’s existence,” I say. “We don’t know anything for sure about this person or any dirty bomb. We’re still trying to run down anything that will confirm it for us and that starts with Kit’s informant.” 

			He runs a hand over his face and he tries to control the inscrutable—bordering on irritated—expression creeping across his features. 

			“So, let me get this straight… without consulting any of the other agencies you should be liaising with, you’re chasing an arms dealer—and murderer,” he says with a nod to Kit, “who may or may not exist, who is potentially peddling a dirty bomb in this city which also may or may not exist. And the evidence that either thing is real is so flimsy, not even the Agency can come to a consensus about it?”

			Kit grimaces. “SAC Ayad, I know how this sounds—” 

			“Do you, Ms. Wilder?” he asks. “Because it sounds to me like the Agency shot you down so in turn, you want to use Bureau resources to chase some personal vendetta. Look, I’m sorry that your partner was killed, but—” 

			“Sir, like I said, I know how this sounds but this isn’t a personal vendetta. And Alekto is very real, sir. My partner and I have been chasing her for quite some time,” Kit presses. “As far as my contact goes, she’s provided me with high-value intel on a number of occasions. I trust her. If she says there’s a deal for a dirty bomb going down in Seattle, you can take it to the bank.” 

			“I wish I had the confidence in your contact, Ms. Wilder, but I don’t know her, have no history with her, and don’t have the luxury of being wrong. Especially when it comes to stepping on the toes of the CIA,” he says. “If they won’t sign off on you working this angle, then I don’t see how you can reasonably expect me to.” 

			I can see Ayad and Kit both digging their heels in and know if I let this escalate any further, it’s likely going to end with him throwing her out of the field office. 

			“Sir, everything else aside, we have to deal with the possibility that somebody is out there with a dirty bomb,” I say. “If there’s even the slimmest chance that the threat is real, we can’t afford to turn a blind eye to it. If we loop in the other agencies right now, when we don’t have anything concrete, you know what will happen—nothing. They’ll send it straight to the circular file or get caught up in some big turf war and you know that.” 

			He frowns, his arms still folded over his chest, a look of displeasure on his face. But behind the frustration, I can see a glimmer of concern as well as he does the mental calculus. He knows I’m right. If somebody sets a dirty bomb off here or in another major city and it’s found out that we knew the possibility that it could happen existed, it would be a nightmare. Congressional hearings on the failures of the FBI would be just the start of it. 

			“All I’m asking for right now is a little latitude to look into this, sir,” I press. “If there’s nothing there, there’s nothing there. But if we find something that corroborates the informant’s story, then we need to know. We need to know if this city or another city somewhere else in the country is in danger, sir.”

			The air in the bullpen is dripping with tension as everybody watches the back and forth between us. 

			“I want to be kept in the loop, Chief Wilder. Every step of the way,” he finally says. “I will be the one who decides when and if we get to a point where it’s necessary to loop in the other agencies. Am I clear?” 

			“Crystal, sir.” 

			He turns to Kit. “I am very sorry about your partner,” he says with sincerity in his voice. “But I pray to God that your informant is wrong about this.” 

			“I’d like nothing more than to end up with this being nothing but a false alarm and have egg on my face, sir,” Kit says. 

			He nods then turns to me again, his eyes boring into me. “Every step of the way. I want you to tell me what’s going on before you make a move. Every move.” 

			“Understood,” I reply. 

			Ayad turns and strides out of the bullpen, his back stiff, a look of purpose on his face. When the doors slide closed behind him, everybody in the room lets out a long breath of relief. 

			“Jesus,” Kit says. “Is he always that intense?” 

			“Yes,” everybody answers in unison, drawing a chuckle from Kit. 

			I give everybody a couple of minutes to decompress and get their heads back on straight. 

			“Okay, we’ve got a lot of work to do,” I finally say as I step to the front of the bullpen. “Rick and Nina, have either of you found anything on our shooter in the black SUV?” 

			“That’s a good news, bad news situation,” Nina says. “I got a picture from a street camera as the SUV was fleeing the scene.” 

			“Please tell me you got a plate,” Astra says. 

			“I did. And that’s the good news,” Nina replies. “The bad news is that it comes back to a vehicle that was stolen from the long-term lot at SeaTac this morning.”

			“That’s awesome,” I mutter. “It looked like a late-model SUV though. At least tell me there’s a GPS unit in the car.” 

			Nina bangs away at her keyboard, her eyes glued to her screen. “There is,” she tells me. “It looks like it’s been parked for about an hour now.” 

			“Probably abandoned,” Kit says. 

			“More than likely. But we need to check it out anyway. They were in a hurry. Maybe they got sloppy, and we can pull a printout of it. Nina, send me the location of the car and roll a forensics team, please,” I say. “Rick and Mo, keep sorting through Alvin Perry’s correspondence, please. We’ve got a lot of balls in the air right now and I appreciate everything you’re doing.” 

			“You got it, boss,” they all reply.  
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			A-Plus Parking, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“Well, this seems like a dead end,” Kit mutters darkly.

			“We knew there was a strong possibility it would be,” Astra reminds her.

			For all her gifts and talents, Kit wasn’t blessed with patience. I wasn’t either. It’s something I’ve had to work at since it’s a requirement of my job. Kit, though, isn’t a field investigator. Her job requires a different skillset entirely, so she’s never had to develop that sense of patience.  

			“Yeah, I know,” Kit says. “Doesn’t make it suck any less though.” 

			“Very true. A solid lead would be pretty welcome right about now.”

			I stand off to the side by myself listening to Kit and Astra as I watch the forensics team working the SUV. After we arrived at the parking structure where the shooter had dumped it, we pored over the vehicle, searching every nook and cranny for any sort of clue or lead we could follow. We came up empty. The techs got here shortly after we did, and we’ve been standing around for the last several hours desperately hoping they come up with something. 

			As I watch them dusting for prints, I can’t help but hear the sound of a clock ticking in the back of my mind. There’s no reason yet for me to believe there’s a dirty bomb in the city, but I still can’t seem to escape the sensation of a timer winding down. It’s such a thick, pervasive sensation that I feel like it’s smothering me. And with every minute that passes by, and the techs don’t come up with anything, that feeling only gets more suffocating.

			“What do you think?” Kit asks as she and Astra step up beside me. 

			“I think we may need to find another way to track down your contact.”

			“Despite what you said to Ayad, I think the fact that we got shot at corroborates my story,” she said. “Don’t you think?” 

			I shake my head. “Your contact is a junkie, Kit. For all we know, the guy who took those shots at us was her dealer coming to collect.” 

			She sighs and looks away. It’s hard not to see just how much she wants to believe Anja—and how worried she is about her. She identifies with the woman deeply. And I honestly can’t think of a reason that Anja would make up a story about a dirty bomb to sell to Kit. Anja would know that as my sister’s confidential informant, the money she gets from the Agency relies on the reliability of her information. Selling Kit bad intel would jeopardize future earnings. But then, if she’s a junkie, she might not be thinking of the future and is only focusing on the right now—as in, doing what she needs to do to get an immediate fix.

			“Why do you believe in this woman so much?” 

			“She’s never lied to me. Never once in all the time I’ve known her,” Kit replies.

			“But you know it’s a matter of when, not if, with junkies.”

			Kit’s expression hardens. “Not everybody fits into one of your neat little profiler boxes, Blake,” she snarls. “There are good people out there who sometimes just find themselves in a bad way. Anja has a problem. She self-medicates to numb the pain her lifetime of trauma causes her. In her place, most anybody would.”

			“You didn’t,” I point out.

			“Yeah, well, I wasn’t bought and sold like cattle like she was. I didn’t spend most of my life being abused and sexually assaulted by evil men,” she says, her voice as hard as her face. “Our experiences are apples and oranges.”   

			“You both suffered unspeakable trauma, Kit. You chose one path. She chose the other.” 

			“Not everything is that black and white.” 

			I glance over at Astra, who is doing her best to look like she’s ignoring us completely, but the look on her face tells me she’s siding with Kit on this point. I admit that I have some strong feelings when it comes to addicts—and they’re generally not very favorable. I know it’s not black and white. I know it’s not a simple issue and there are layers upon layers to it. Despite knowing all that though, I still argue that sticking that needle or lighting that pipe for the first time is a choice. No matter what circumstances led to that moment, it’s still a choice.

			Of course, some would undoubtedly say that blaming a person for their addiction is the same thing. I’ve just been burned by junkies too many times and my well of sympathy has run extremely low—perhaps on the verge of being completely dry. I don’t like getting played and that’s all I seem to get when I deal with junkies. 

			“Listen,” Kit starts. “I know I can’t convince you that Anja is on the up and up. That’s something you’re going to have to see for yourself. But I trust her. I just need you to put your trust in me here.” 

			“That’s why we’re out here. Because I trust you,” I reply. “I know you’ve got solid instincts and you’re not one to get unnecessarily wound up about things.”

			“But?” she asks. “I hear the but coming.” 

			“But… I can also see how much you care for this woman,” I continue. “And I fear those emotions are clouding your thinking.”

			“You know, I can say the same exact thing about your thinking when it comes to dealing with people who’ve got substance abuse issues,” Kit says. “Because of your beliefs, you’ve thought the worst of Anja this whole time.” 

			“She shoots, she scores,” Astra mutters.

			“Not helping,” I say. 

			She grins. “Sorry, I wasn’t aware I was supposed to be.” 

			A soft chuckle drifting from my mouth, I turn to Kit. “It’s a fair point,” I admit. “You are probably right about that. Which makes finding Anja all the more imperative. The fact that these guys showed up to her hotel room and she left all her things behind tells me she’s on the run and hasn’t been taken.” 

			Kit nods. “That was my read on it, too.”

			“Can you think of anywhere else she might be holing up?” 

			“I have no idea where she could be hiding,” she replies. 

			“What I want to know is who tipped her off to run in the first place,” I say. “Somebody obviously told her those guys were coming and to run. But who?” 

			“That’s another great question that I have no answer to,” Kit replies. 

			“Did she tell you who was looking to buy a dirty bomb or why?” Astra asks. 

			“She didn’t,” Kit replies. “We never shared information on an open line just for safety and security reasons. It was always done in person.” 

			“Do you know how she comes into the information she feeds you?” I ask. 

			“She works at a bar in Little Moscow that’s popular with Russian expats. Lots of shady types filter through there. Long ago, she learned the value of keeping her mouth shut and her ears open,” Kit replies. “Whatever else you may think about Anja, just know that she’s clever. She figured out early on that information is powerful and profitable. And because she’s such a meek little thing, nobody ever thinks to hold their tongues around her. She once told me that most people forget she’s even there.”

			“I think it’s worth taking a look at the bar,” I suggest. “Somebody there might know where she’s hiding out.” 

			“It’s possible. But she tends to keep her distance from most people. Anja has a lot of trust issues, as I’m sure you can imagine. It took a while to get her to open up to me,” Kit replies. 

			“Right now, it seems like the only card we have to play if we’re going to find her,” I say. 

			“Unless she gets her hands on a phone and reaches out to me,” Kit offers. 

			“We’re not going to get very far on hopes and wishes,” I say. 

			“If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears,” Kit grumbles. 

			“I may be able to help with that.” 

			I turn to see Victor, one of the forensic techs, walking over to us. Tall—at least six-three—and lanky, Victor is long-limbed with dark hair and darker, almond-shaped eyes, and although I’ve only worked with him a handful of times, he’s shown himself to be highly adept in the field. It gives me confidence that if there’s anything our shooter left behind, it’s going to be found. 

			“What do you have?” I ask.

			“They wiped the SUV down really well,” he says. “But we managed to find a print. It was on the inside of the door handle. Easy spot to miss when you’re wiping down a car.” 

			“That’s excellent,” I tell him. 

			He slips the print card into the mobile reader he has as Kit, Astra, and I crowd around him, our eyes focused on the reader’s screen. Victor tenses and shrinks back a bit. He seems uncomfortable being surrounded like that but clears his throat and seems to resign himself to the situation. The device he’s holding flashes and an endless parade of offenders’ faces scroll across the screen as it works to make a match between a photo and a print in the VICAP database. 

			“This is always like watching a game of criminal roulette,” Astra says. 

			The photos stop a moment later and Victor grins. “Looks like we have a winner,” he announces. “Or a loser, depending on your point of view.” 

			On the screen is a photo of the man I saw in the doorway. Dark hair cut close to the scalp, dark eyes, and a thick, bushy beard that’s dotted with gray. 

			“Omar Balogh. Forty-one years old, of Hungarian descent but was born and raised in New York,” Victor says. 

			“What brought him out west?” Astra asks.

			“Not sure. But he’s racked up an impressive list of assault charges. He’s a freelancer but it looks like he does some work for some local crime groups,” Victor says, reading off his device. “Never done any serious time, but he’s got a temper. Looks like for the most part, he’s a minor league enforcer.” 

			“Well, he’s graduated to the big leagues by taking shots at federal agents,” Astra says. 

			“Victor, can you send me his information? Last known addresses, associates, any usual haunts of his,” I say. 

			He taps a few buttons on his device. “On its way to you now.” 

			“Great. Thank you and great work,” I say then turn to Astra and Kit. “Okay, ladies, let’s go find us a bad guy. I’ve got some questions for Mr. Balogh.” 
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			The Sickle & Hammer, Little Moscow, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			The Sickle & Hammer, or just the Sickle as it’s known by locals, is a favorite place for the Russian and Eastern European expat community. It also draws some of the darker, criminal elements. I’ve only run across it a couple of times in my career, but it’s never been for anything good so it’s not particularly surprising to know that this is one of Omar Balogh’s favorite haunts. The bar is dim and done in dark woods and darker colors, making the place seem even smaller than it is. 

			The walls are covered in pictures, many of them depicting landmarks in Russia and other Eastern European countries. And between a pair of doors that presumably lead to restrooms set into the back wall hangs a large, red Soviet-era flag with the hammer and sickle in the top left corner. Just below that are photos of Lenin, Stalin, and Khruschev, and despite the indoor smoking ban in the city, a thick layer of cigarette smoke hangs at the ceiling like smog over the LA skyline.  

			“I feel about as welcome here as cancer,” Kit mutters. 

			“I was just wondering if I was the only one picking up on a chill in the air,” Astra adds. 

			A couple dozen people—mostly rough, rugged, blue-collar-looking types—fill the booths on our right and tables in the middle of the floor and look up at us as we walk in. They’ve all obviously marked us out as law enforcement, and they don’t look pleased to see us. Doesn’t seem like badges are welcome here. Their displeasure with our presence lodged, the patrons all turn back to their drinks and conversations. 

			“You are not welcome here. Please go now.”

			A man steps out from behind the bar and approaches us, a stern expression on his face. He’s got eyes dark as coal and his light brown hair is thinning on top, but he’s got a thick, bushy mustache that makes me think he’s compensating. He’s a couple inches shorter than my five-nine frame and he’s got a thick paunch around the midsection, straining the buttons on the black short-sleeved button-down he’s wearing. A white apron covers a pair of dark blue Dockers and is stained with spots that look like they set in permanently long ago. 

			The man stops a couple of feet in front of us, his lips curled back in a sneer. The way he looks us up and down only enhances the expression of disdain coloring his features. 

			“Police are not welcome here,” he says, his voice faintly dusted with a Russian accent.

			“And you are?” I ask. 

			“Lev. Lev Babichev,” he replies. “This is my bar and as I said, police are not welcome here.”

			“Then you should stop breaking the law, Lev,” Astra says.

			“What law? I am breaking no law.” 

			Astra gestures to the blanket of smoke above us. “The city of Seattle outlawed smoking in public places almost twenty years ago.” 

			He scoffs and waves us off. “You police will find any reason to hassle good, hardworking, honest men. I am tired of it.” 

			“Honest, hardworking men, huh?” Astra replies and gestures to the back of the bar. “Hey, isn’t that Dasha Guskov, leader of the Iron Hammers in that corner booth over there near the back? Last I checked, the Iron Hammers were responsible for a lot of murders and drug sales in the city.” 

			Lev shifts on his feet as his expression tightens. “If you had evidence of that, Dasha would be in prison already—” 

			“No, see, he’s smart enough to keep his hands clean,” Astra presses. “He’s got layers of insulation between the men who do the crimes and himself.” 

			Lev waves us off again. “I do not control who drinks here. Their money is as good as anybody else’s,” he snaps. “Now, what do you want here?” 

			“We need some information, Mr. Babichev,” I tell him. 

			“I have nothing to say to you,” he replies. 

			“We’re looking for somebody, Mr. Babichev—” 

			“I do not care. It is no trouble of mine.” 

			“No. It’s not,” Kit says. “But we can certainly make it your trouble.” 

			“We can have our friends down at the SPD and the city health commission come down and take a look at your bar,” I say. “From where I’m standing, I can see at least a dozen violations that you’ll have to answer for. Not the least of which is violating the city smoking ban.” 

			“We’re talking heavy fines and they’ll probably shut this place down until you make the corrections,” Astra adds. “That could be pretty costly.” 

			“Or you can answer a few questions for us and we’ll be on our way,” I say. 

			He clenches his jaw and looks at us with a withering expression on his face that’s sour enough to curdle milk. Lev glances around the bar, seeming to be aware of the furtive glances being cast his way. Being seen talking to us isn’t a good look for him. He licks his lips, the corners of his mouth pulled way down in a deep frown. 

			“Outside,” he finally growls. 

			Lev turns and says something over his shoulder in Russian that gets everybody in the bar laughing. He ushers us toward the door and then outside onto the sidewalk. Closing the door behind him and leaning against it with his arms folded over his chest, he stares at us with pure hatred chiseled into his features. 

			“What is it you want?” he snaps. “Ask your questions and be on your way.” 

			“We’re looking for Omar Balogh,” I say.

			“Why would I know where this man is?” 

			“Because we know he’s freelance muscle who hangs his shingle out inside that bar,” Astra tells him. “He took a few shots at us this morning, so we’d like to have a chat with him.”

			“What he does or does not do is of no consequence to me,” Lev says.

			“Actually, if Omar was conducting illegal business inside your bar, you can be held liable for those illegal acts he committed,” Astra says. 

			“What? You cannot do this,” he growls. “I know nothing about what business he does.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not,” Astra presses. “But it’s going to be a lengthy, very expensive process for you to get it all sorted out if we turn this over to Organized Crime. They could very well elect to bring RICO charges against you, Mr. Babichev.” 

			“Police here are as corrupt as they are in Russia,” he mutters darkly as he looks away and spits on the ground. “Always with the threats to get what you want.” 

			“I hate to point out the obvious, but if you weren’t allowing illegal business to be conducted on your premises, we would have nothing to threaten you with,” I tell him. “Now, where can we find Omar Balogh?” 

			Lev pulls a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and shakes one out. His hand is trembling as he slips it between his lips and slips the pack back into his pocket. With his hand shaking as hard as it is, it takes a couple of tries before he’s able to get his cigarette lit and for the first time since we arrived in his bar, I see a flash of fear in his eyes. We give Lev a minute to draw from his cigarette and watch as he tilts his head back, blowing a thick plume of smoke upward. 

			“Mr. Babichev,” I say. “We need to know where Omar Balogh is.” 

			“Please,” he says, his voice trembling as hard as his hand. “What you are asking of me—if they find out I told you, they will kill me.” 

			“If you tell us what we want to know, Balogh will be locked up and won’t be able to harm you,” I say. “The attempted murder of federal officers is frowned upon by the law.” 

			“By the time he gets out of prison, Balogh will be too old to pose much of a threat to you, Lev,” Astra chimes in. 

			“And who’s to say he ever gets out of prison in anything other than a pine box,” Kit adds.

			Astra and I turn to her with matching inscrutable expressions on our faces. Kit shrugs with an uncertain grin flickering across her lips. I turn back to Lev and stare hard at him, doing my best to silently convey that his cooperation isn’t elective. He breaks eye contact and looks down, taking another long drag off his cigarette. I don’t like strongarming people like this, and I don’t enjoy making threats, but the situation is potentially too dire to worry about handling people with kid gloves. And at the end of the day, Babichev is tacitly condoning organized crime in his bar by allowing it to happen completely unchecked. 

			“We know you’re plugged into the Russian community, Mr. Babichev,” I tell him. “Nothing happens without you knowing about it. I’m fairly confident you already know what Balogh did today, just as I’m sure you know where he’s hiding out.” 

			“Please,” he says. “This has nothing to do with me.” 

			“It’s the price you pay for being the man in the know,” Kit says. 

			“Just tell us where he’s hiding and we’ll leave you alone,” I say. “And nobody will ever know the information came from you. I give you my word.” 

			He lets out a long, pained breath and looks at us with disdain. “And what does that mean to me? Your word means nothing to me.” 

			“Look, Lev,” Kit says as she steps forward, her tone hard. “You can give us the intel we’re asking for and we go away. Or you can keep whining and busting our balls and we can take this in a whole different and much harder way for you. Now, we’re on a clock here, so I suggest you make a decision. You got me?” 

			The expression on Kit’s face is something I’ve never seen from her before. The ferocious look combined with the fact that she’s invaded Lev’s personal space and is standing uncomfortably close to him seems to be working on him. He shuffles his feet and fidgets, looking like he wants to be anywhere but there with Kit glaring at him. 

			“Fine,” he says. “You swear on all you love that nobody will know I—”

			“We already gave you our word,” Kit snaps. 

			He swallows hard and refuses to meet her eyes. “He has a safe house he uses over in the Lower Queen Anne District,” he says quietly. “It’s an apartment complex called the Bellingford. Unit number twelve. That’s it. That’s all I know. I swear to you.” 

			“See?” Astra says brightly. “That wasn’t so hard now, was it?” 

			“One last thing,” Kit says. “Anja Kaliyev. Do you know her?” 

			He frowns and shakes his head. “I do not know this name.” 

			“She’s another Russian expat.” 

			“Believe it or not, we do not all know each other,” he says, his voice filled with scorn. 

			“Okay, we got what we needed. Let’s go,” I say, then hesitate and turn back to Lev. “One more thing. If Balogh gets tipped off that we’re coming, we’ll know who did it. And I promise that I will rain hell down on you, Mr. Babichev.” 

			He looks at us with undisguised hatred on his face. “If he knows you are coming, it will not be because of me. Believe me when I say I want nothing more to do with any of you.” 

			A smile flickers across my lips. “At last. We’ve found some common ground, Mr. Babichev.” 
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			The Bellingford, Lower Queen Anne District; Seattle, WA

			The illustrious Bellingford is one of the older buildings in the Lower Queen Anne, a rough and crime-addled section of Seattle. The LQA is close but not quite as seedy and dangerous as the Northgate District where Kit’s contact had been holing up. Astra pulls our SUV to a stop in the lot into the staging area we’ve set up a block over from the Bellingford and we all climb out. The lot is a hive of activity as the men and women prepare for our raid. 

			Kit, Astra, and I all walk over to the incident command tent where the tac team leaders are set up and waiting for us. Three techs sit at a table with their laptops open, monitoring the situation being relayed to them by the team’s spotters—one shot shows an apartment window from the outside and the other is an interior shot of the hallway I assume leads to Balogh’s apartment.

			A dozen heavily armed and armored men, one of the Bureau’s SWAT teams, are milling about, waiting to be deployed. A tall, broad-shouldered, and athletic-looking man with dark hair and glittering blue eyes steps over to us as we enter the command tent. 

			“Captain Holder,” I say and shake his extended hand. 

			“Chief Wilder, good to see you,” Holder replies.  

			I turn and shake hands with Holder’s second in command. “Lieutenant Cone. Good to see you as well,” I say. “Thanks for getting out here so quickly, gentleman.” 

			“Of course,” Holder says with a crooked grin. “Good thing for you, it was a slow day at the shop, and we didn’t have much to do.”

			“Well, lucky us,” I say. 

			“So, what do we have today?” he asks. 

			“We have a fine, upstanding gentleman who showed up to maybe kill my sister’s contact but found us there and threw a few shots at us instead,” I say.

			“And does this fine, upstanding gentleman have a name?” 

			“The name is Omar Balogh. He’s of Hungarian descent and does some freelance work as an enforcer for mainly Eastern European gangs,” I tell him. “We believe he showed up to kill a woman named Anja Kaliyev to keep her from relaying sensitive intelligence to Kit.”

			“Sounds like a real charmer,” Holder says. 

			“He’s got a pretty lengthy rap sheet for things like aggravated assault, battery—about what you’d expect from a dirtbag like that,” Astra says. 

			“Do we have eyes on the target?” I ask. 

			“Our recon teams on the roof across the street have eyes,” he says. “But the blinds are drawn, so we don’t have a visual confirmation of the target. Thermal imaging shows two heat signatures in the apartment though.” 

			“Balogh and whoever was driving the SUV he ducked into,” Astra says.

			“Seems likely,” I reply. 

			“We’ve got a parabolic mic set up as well, but the sound is too muffled,” Holder tells me. “We can’t confirm who’s in that apartment.” 

			“I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I say.

			The corner of Holder’s mouth quirks upward. “I like the way you think, Chief Wilder.” 

			“Do you have an attack plan?” I ask.

			He nods. “There are two staircases—one on the north side of the building, one on the south,” he says. “I’ll lead one team up the north staircase, Lieutenant Cone will lead the team up the south staircase. We’ll converge on the apartment and pen him in. The rest of my team will be on perimeter duty to ensure he doesn’t somehow slip away.”

			“Okay, good. I’ll go with you, and Astra will go with Lieutenant Cone,” I say.

			“What about me?” Kit asks.

			“I need you to stay here in the command tent,” I reply.

			“What? I’m not staying here.” 

			“You are,” I crack back. “You’ve got no standing to be here. You’re going to stay in the command tent or I’ll cuff you to the car to make sure you stay put. Got me?”

			I know my sister well enough to know I can’t always trust her to do the smart thing. Especially when she’s as vested in something as she is in this situation. My sister is a lot like me; she sometimes tends to make rash decisions.

			She bristles, but then blows a frustrated puff of air up into her bangs. “Yeah. Fine. I’ll stay put.” 

			“Captain Holder, can you spare a man to remain behind here and keep my sister out of trouble?” I ask. 

			“Blake, are you serious?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” Holder replies. “I’ll appoint somebody to stay behind.” 

			“Unbelievable,” Kit barks.  

			“Okay, Captain, deploy your teams, and let’s go get this dirtbag,” I say. 

			“Copy that,” Holder confirms and marches off to give his team their assignments.

			Kit stand off to the side of the tent by herself, her expression dark. Astra looks at me, silently telling me to go talk to Kit and make this right with her. And like usual, she’s right. I walk over to my sister and stand next to her. She doesn’t say a word, but the anger and frustration radiate off her like heat from the sun. 

			“Kit, I know you’re pissed. But I want to take this guy down by the numbers. You know Ayad is watching us like a hawk right now so doing things the right way is critical. We can’t afford to have anything that could be questioned,” I tell her. “And having a CIA contractor on-site during an arrest is something that might raise some red flags. Especially with a defense attorney.” 

			“I know. I mean, I understand that in my head. But in my heart, I want to grab this guy and shake the answers out of him. I want to know what he knows about Anja and who sent him to kill her.” 

			“I get it. But there are rules we have to follow that you don’t necessarily have to. And we really cannot afford any undue scrutiny on us,” I say. 

			“Yeah. I know,” she says. “Just go get this guy.” 

			“We will,” I reply. “So, are we good?” 

			She rolls her eyes. Ever the younger sister. “Yeah. Of course, we are.” 

			“Good. Now, I need to go to work,” I say. 

			I turn and Astra falls into step beside me as we walk over to Captain Holder as he’s finishing handing out the assignments to his team. 

			“All right, that’s it. Let’s go get into position,” he declares. “Watch each other’s backs and be safe out there, everybody.”

			“Remember, we need this guy alive,” I call out. “Please do everything in your power to use non-lethal force when we take him down.” 

			“Roger that,” Holder says. “Go light on your triggers, people.”

			“Be safe,” I say to Astra.

			“You, too.” 

			Holder’s team moves out and I fall into place at the end of the line as we move down the sidewalk. We stay close to the buildings as we approach the apartment building, covering the block from our rally point quickly. There’s very little foot traffic but those who see us coming duck back into their shops or quickly cross the street to get away from us. My biggest worry is that somebody will tip Balogh off before we can get into position. We stop just outside the front door of the building. My earpiece crackles and Holder’s voice suddenly rings in my ear. 

			“Overwatch, report. We’re just about in position. Confirm that our target is still in the nest,” Holder says quietly, as if reading my mind. 

			“Confirmed, Alpha Leader,” the team on the roof responds. “Two heat signatures still in place. Television is too loud to make out their words, but we can hear them speaking.” 

			“Copy that,” Holder replies. “Bravo Leader, status.” 

			“Bravo team in position,” Cone reports.

			“Make entry,” Holder says. 

			“Making entry,” Cone replies. 

			Holding my Glock with the barrel pointed up, I follow Holder’s team up the stairs to the third floor. From the south end of the building, I see Cone’s team hit the landing at just about the same time we do. 

			“Overwatch,” Holder says softly. “Status.” 

			“Picture is clear, Alpha Leader. You’re free to make entry.” 

			“Copy that,” Holder replies.

			Holder and his team are on one side of the door and Cone and his are on the other. The air around us grows thick with tension. We’ve got no way of knowing who or what’s on the other side of that door. All we have is a pair of heat signatures. That doesn’t tell us whether the two people who belong to those heat signatures are packing handguns, assault rifles, or bazookas. This is always the most nerve-wracking time of any op and I can see that reflected on the faces of the teams around me. 

			“Everybody ready?” Holder whispers. 

			“Good to go,” the teams whisper in return.

			“FBI! We have a warrant!” he shouts as he pounds on the door. 

			Everything is silent for a moment, but then all hell breaks loose as the chatter of automatic gunfire shatters the air around us. Bullets punch through the door, blowing big holes into it. Holder takes advantage of a pause in the gunfire to square up and kick the door open. The ragged remains of the apartment door blow inward in a hail of splinters and broken metal hinges. 

			Moving so fast he’s practically a blur, Cone ducks in behind him and throws a pair of flash-bang grenades into the room beyond the front door. A moment later, I see a blindingly bright flash that’s quickly followed by a deafening concussive explosion. The sound of two men screaming in pain floats out of the apartment and the two teams go pouring into the breach. I hear orders being shouted in angry voices. 

			“Clear!” Holder calls out. “Suspects secure, situation in hand.” 

			Astra and I move into the apartment to see Balogh and another man down on the ground, their hands zip-tied behind their backs. They’re still moaning and grimacing from the effects of the flash-bangs. Holder and Cone’s men are searching the rest of the apartment, pulling out drugs, stacks of money, and enough guns to arm a small nation. This is more than just a safe house. It’s Balogh’s personal stash house and armory. 

			Holder’s men pull the two suspects up off the ground and roughly sit them down on the sofa. Their heads and eyes start to clear, and they glare at us with fury. Balogh turns his attention from the SWAT agents tearing his place apart and focuses on Astra and me. I can see the wheels turning in his head as he struggles to recognize us. 

			“Should we tell him?” Astra asks. “Or maybe give him a hint?” 

			“Nah. He’ll figure it out,” I reply. 

			It takes a moment, but I see the lightbulb over his head turn on and his face blanches, knowing not just who we are but why we’re there. And it’s that moment when I see Balogh comprehending just how much trouble he’s in. 

			“See? There it is,” I say. 

			“Frankly, I’m a little offended it took him that long. I’ve always thought I was kind of unforgettable,” Astra cracks. 

			“Don’t worry about it. Not everybody has good taste,” I say. “You’ve still got it.” 

			“Why, thank you. You’re not so bad yourself,” Astra replies. 

			“Aww, that’s sweet. Thanks, kitten.”

			“What do you want with me?” Balogh finally barks.

			“Oh, sorry, I almost forgot you were there,” I say. “Don’t worry. We’re going to give you a lift down to our place. We’ve got a lot to talk about.” 
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			Interrogation Suite Beta-Four, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Look at this dirtbag,” I mutter. “Sitting there like he doesn’t have a care in the world.” 

			“Probably because he’s got some big money mouthpiece in a three-thousand-dollar suit on speed dial,” Astra says. 

			Kit, Astra, and I are standing in the observation pod staring through the window at Omar Balogh. He’s wearing a dark blue tracksuit with a black T-shirt underneath the jacket, expensive white tennis shoes, and a gaudy gold chain around his neck. The guy is a walking stereotype of an Eastern European thug that I’ve seen in countless TV shows and movies. I’m embarrassed for the guy.

			“So, why hasn’t he invoked yet?” Kit asks. 

			“Good question,” Astra replies. 

			I watch him through the glass. He’s sitting back in his chair, projecting an air of nonchalance and confidence. But a closer look reveals the strain around his eyes and the tight scowl on his lips. He’s doing a good job of hiding it, but I can see the worry on his face.

			“I think it’s because he doesn’t have a fancy lawyer on retainer,” I say. “He’s a freelancer. I don’t think he’s high enough on anybody’s food chain that they’d stick their necks out to spare him some jail time. No. I don’t think anybody’s coming to save him.”

			“So, why does he look so relaxed?” Kit asks.

			“It’s all just a front. These guys are all bluster and bravado,” I reply. “He wants us to think he’s the one in control. He wants us to think he’s got the answers and thinks he’s got the leverage on us because he knows we want something from him.” 

			“That does give him leverage though,” Kit says. 

			“It gives him all the leverage. But we can’t let him know that,” I respond and turn to Astra. “You ready to go give this a shot?”

			“Have you ever known me not to be?” she asks. 

			“Kit, I—” 

			My sister holds her hands up. “I know, I know,” she says. “I’m not welcome in the room.” 

			“It’s nothing personal. You know that,” I tell her and put a comm piece in my ear. “But I’ll be on comms, so you can tell me if there’s something you think I need to ask.” 

			“Sure,” she grumbles. 

			I turn to the tech. “Go ahead and start audio and visual recording.” 

			She nods. “Audio and visual recording started.” 

			Astra opens the door and I follow her into the interrogation suite, closing the door behind us. Balogh looks up as we sit down across from him at the table.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I begin. 

			“What is this about? Why am I here?” he growls. 

			“Are you serious right now?” Astra asks, with a smirk of surprise on her lips. “The attempted murder of federal agents is why you’re here right now.” 

			“I didn’t try to kill anybody. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

			“That was us at the Trade Winds hotel, Omar,” Astra explains. “You took shots at us and I’m almost certain the ballistics reports on the weapons we seized from you will bear that out. And then there was the whole shooting through the door thing at your safe house, which wasn’t the smartest thing you could have done. So… that’s what we’re talking about.” 

			“Bah,” he says and waves her off. 

			Still trying to exude that air of bravado, Balogh looks at her scornfully as he crosses one leg over the other. He acts as if taking shots at federal agents is nothing. 

			“Mr. Balogh, you have been read your rights already, is that correct?” I say.

			“Yes. You know this,” he says. “You read them to me yourself.” 

			“And you understand you have the right to have an attorney present?” 

			He groans. “Let’s waste no more time. I know you want something from me. I wouldn’t be sitting here otherwise,” he says. “Tell me what you want, and then we can play ‘Let’s Make a Deal.’ Yes?” 

			“What makes you think you have anything we want?” Astra asks. 

			“I would have already been processed and thrown into a cell if there wasn’t,” he replies smoothly. “You wouldn’t take the time out to talk to me.” 

			He’s sharper than I had expected him to be. But then, having been in and out of the system multiple times, criminals like Balogh tend to be pretty conversant with the law and procedure. It’s harder to pull anything over on them. 

			“So? What is it you want?” he presses. 

			“Who hired you to show up to the Trade Winds to kill Anja Kaliyev?” I ask. 

			“Who?” 

			“The woman whose hotel room you shot up this morning,” I say. 

			“Nearly killing us in the process,” Astra adds. “Which is where the first set of attempted murder of federal agents charges stems from, just in case you were wondering.” 

			He frowns and shoots her a dark glare. “I didn’t know you were federal agents.” 

			She tilts her head. “Oh, you didn’t know? That changes everything. Silly me.” Her voice is syrupy-sweet—with deadly razors in it. “I guess we all make mistakes.”

			His nose flares in rage, but Balogh knows better than to take the bait.

			“Who hired you to take out Anja Kaliyev?” I press. 

			“I don’t know who that is.”

			“She’s the woman you showed up to murder, dirtbag,” Astra says. “Now, tell us who hired you to do the deed.” 

			“Sorry, ladies. I don’t kiss and tell.” 

			“Then you’re going to take the ride for trying to kill us all on your own,” I tell him. “You’re going to do decades in federal lockup on the laundry list of charges we’ve got on you, Mr. Balogh.” 

			“You’re in your what, early forties?” Astra says. “By the time you get out, you’ll be able to start collecting social security.” 

			“Think about it, Mr. Balogh,” I press. “You’re a small fish. We want the next man up on the food chain. We want the one who paid you to kill Anja. Believe me when I say there are bigger things at stake here than you.” 

			“Fine. Then I walk.”

			“You’re not going to walk. You shot at federal agents and have an armory of illegal weapons,” I tell him. “But if you cooperate with us, I’ll talk to the US Attorney assigned to your case personally and see about getting your charges reduced.” 

			“No. I walk,” he says, shaking his head. “You can’t make your case without me—”

			“That’s where you’re wrong,” I reply. “It’ll take us a little longer to connect all the dots, but after we pore through all your electronic devices and financial accounts, we will find out who hired you. But you can save us a little time by working with us.”

			“You want my help, I walk.” 

			“That’s not up to us to decide. But I can tell you for certain the USA isn’t going to give you a walk,” Astra says. “But cooperate with us, and you might get out of prison while you’re still young enough to have something resembling a life.”

			He narrows his eyes and looks at us with undisguised disgust. “Who told you where to find me?” he asks. “How did you—”

			“You know I’m not going to answer that question,” I say firmly. “Now, tell us who hired you to kill the girl.” 

			“I tell you that, I dig my own grave,” he replies. 

			“I’d imagine it’s already pretty common knowledge around Little Moscow that you got pinched today, Omar,” Astra says. “What are the odds they’re going to assume you worked with us when we collar the one who hired you anyway?”

			For the first time since we sat down, I see a jolt of fear flash through his eyes. As sharp and conversant with the law and procedure as Balogh is, he doesn’t see the bigger picture or think things through to their logical end. 

			“You’re trying to get me killed,” he gasps. 

			“We’re not trying to do anything. You put yourself in this position. The best thing you can do right now is to protect yourself by telling us what we want to know,” I tell him. “Cooperate with us and we can make sure you serve your time out of state—somewhere far away from here where they won’t know who you are.”

			“Or you can keep being obstinate and take your chances in gen pop in a local prison with people who may or may not think you’re a rat anyway,” Astra says. 

			“You’re cops. You can’t do this to me,” he says. 

			“We’re not doing anything to you,” I reply. “We’re just laying out the facts.” 

			He blows out a long breath and his eye twitches, showing me the first cracks in the façade of the man’s bravado as he contemplates the idea of being locked up with people who think he’s a snitch. Snitches never do well in prison, no matter who they are. This is all theater though. A gambit. The truth of the matter is we can go through all of Balogh’s financials and electronics and never come up with who paid him for the hit. He’s clever and it’s likely he’s hidden his assets and communications so well, they’ll be virtually untraceable. Rick and Nina made an initial pass through but were unable to find anything. It galls me to admit, but we do need his help. I’ve been soft-selling it, but the fact is, we need him to tell us who hired him. 

			“What’s it going to be, Mr. Balogh?” I press. 

			He swallows hard and pats down his hair, desperately clinging to the tattered remnants of his bravado. Balogh mutters to himself, too low for me to hear. He seems to be realizing that although he’s holding all the cards, unless he’s willing to play them, he’s going to be putting himself in a bad, potentially fatal position. It’s in his best interest to work with us and he knows it. 

			“Omar,” Astra presses. “I mean, it’s not like you have a lot of options here. Be smart about this and help yourself out for a change.”

			“And if I tell you, then you’ll make arrangements to protect me?” he asks. 

			“You have my word,” I reply. “You’ll be able to do your time out of state. Nobody will ever know who you are.” 

			Balogh grimaces but seems to realize he’s caught between a rock and a hard place. He shakes his head, still muttering to himself as he takes a moment to get himself in order. 

			“Fine,” he says. “The man who hired me is Nemet Genov.” 

			Astra and I exchange a glance. The name doesn’t sound familiar to me and judging by the look on her face, it’s not ringing any bells for her either. 

			“Who is this guy?” I ask.

			Balogh shrugs. “Why would I know that? He comes to me and offers me a job. We don’t sit around getting to know each other over coffee.” 

			“So, you don’t know who he works for?” Astra asks. 

			“What did I just say?” he growls.

			“Fine. Why did he want the girl hit?” I ask. 

			“I don’t ask. It ain’t my business and I don’t want to know. I just do the job I was paid for and I don’t ask questions. It’s bad business,” he replies.

			“Good to know,” I reply dryly. “Is there anything else you can tell us about Genov or the girl he wanted you to kill?” 

			He shakes his head. “Not a thing. They don’t tell me, and I don’t want to know,” he says. “But I told you want you wanted to know. I gave you his name. Now it’s time for you to hold up your end of the deal.” 

			“I gave you my word,” I say. 

			I’d been hoping he’d get a little more than he gave us but it’s better than nothing. At least we have a name. It’s a place for us to start.  
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			“Okay, kids, who can tell me about Nemet Genov? Whoever can give me the guy’s life story gets a gold star for the day,” I say. 

			The team has all been pounding away on their keyboards, pulling up as much information as they can. Pacing back and forth, I give them a few minutes to work. 

			“Nemet Genov,” Nina starts. “Fifty-seven years of age. Six feet even. Two hundred and fifteen pounds. Dark hair and eyes. DMV photo coming up now. His father was Hungarian, his mother Belarusian, both were killed in a bombing back in 1986.” 

			I turn to see the screens behind me flash to life with a photo of the man in question. His hair is a dark, iron gray, although his beard remains black with mere flecks of silver. Genov’s eyes are like chips of obsidian in his pale countenance and look to be as hard and unyielding. He looks like a stern man. Tough and grizzled in that way people from harsh, unforgiving lands tend to be. 

			“Genov emigrated to the US from Hungary when he was twenty-two years old—that’s two years after his parents were killed—and he was naturalized at the age of thirty-five,” Nina goes on. 

			“He currently owns a Hungarian restaurant in the city,” Rick jumps in. “He pays his taxes and judging by his social media footprint, it looks like he’s active in the community, very philanthropic, and seems to be generally well thought of.”

			Rick throws Genov’s social media posts up on the screens and I read through them as he scrolls through the feeds. He seems to be right. There are a lot of posts under his restaurant’s Twitter feed complimenting him on the food as well as the service at his restaurant. There are also posts showing events in the community, like Genov feeding the homeless, or serving underprivileged kids a hot meal. 

			“Are we sure Balogh isn’t yanking our chains?” Mo asks. “I mean, everything I’m seeing makes this guy look like a saint.” 

			“He wouldn’t be the first dirtbag to hide the dirty deeds he does behind a squeaky-clean façade,” Astra points out. 

			“Can we tie him to anything illicit?” I ask. 

			My question is followed by more tapping on the keyboards. Judging by the look on their faces, nobody is finding anything. That means one of two things—either Omar Balogh jerked us around, or Nemet Genov is excellent at covering his tracks. 

			“I can’t believe that Balogh would lie to us,” Kit says. “Not about something that’s so easily able to be checked and verified. He’s a dirtbag, but I didn’t get the idea that he was stupid.” 

			“No, I didn’t either. He didn’t ping my BS meter,” I reply. “But he knew if he lied, he was going into gen pop with people thinking he’s a snitch. Not a recipe for longevity. By working with us, he guaranteed himself a bit of protection.” 

			“Okay, so that means we need to dig into Genov,” Mo says. “But what I can’t figure out is why Genov would take out a hit on Kit’s informant. What’s the connection between them?” 

			“There may not be one. It could be that Genov operates as a middleman,” Astra says. “Somebody may have paid him to hire a hitter just to add another layer of insulation.”

			I frown as I look at the video screens on the wall behind me. “I think the question we should be asking right now is how did they find out about Anja in the first place? How did they know she contacted Kit?”

			“That’s a really good question,” Kit says. 

			The room falls silent as we all ponder the question. It doesn’t seem like anybody has an answer to it just yet, but that’s all right. At least we’re generating some points to consider as well as a solid lead in Nemet Genov. The trick is going to be approaching him. We can’t go in with guns blazing and accuse him of anything just yet. Not with Anja possibly still out there somewhere. If she’s alive and we come at Genov like a steamroller, it could ratchet up the pressure on him to find and kill her. No, we need to be strategic—and careful—in how we go at him. 

			“Okay, the first thing I want is to find out what Genov is into,” I say. “Rick, Nina, dig deep. Really deep. Get into every nook and cranny and root out all those things he wants to keep hidden.” 

			The sound of the doors to the bullpen sliding open draws my attention and I see a woman I don’t know stepping through them. She’s a lean and athletic five-ten with long chestnut hair tied back into a ponytail, bright blue eyes, a smooth, cool complexion, and the fresh-faced look of a recent graduate from Quantico. She moves with a sense of self-assurance and the grace of a dancer. When everybody else turns and sees her, they all seem to correctly figure out who she is and the temperature in the room grows frosty.  

			“You must be Agent Boyle,” I say. 

			She stops in front of me and smiles as she extends her hand. “Agent Paige Boyle,” she says, her voice colored by a Southern accent. “I’m excited to be working with you. Thank you for giving me this opportunity—” 

			“I’m not giving you anything, so there’s no need to thank me,” I say. “I expect you to work and contribute to the success of this team. If you can’t do those things, I won’t hesitate to send you packing. Am I understood?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” she replies. “I understand. I wouldn’t have it any other way. And I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t expect that I could contribute and be an asset to this team.”

			“Good. Also, bear in mind that this is a temporary posting,” I tell her. “We fully expect our teammate to be back at some point, so when he does, he will get his spot on this team back. If you perform well, I’ll find you a spot on one of our other squads.” 

			“Understood, ma’am,” she says then flashes me a smirk. “And at the end of this trial period, I’m looking forward to being a permanent part of your unit, Chief Wilder.”

			“She’s got confidence. I like it,” Astra says, earning a sly smile from Boyle.

			My initial impression is that Boyle seems pretty squared away. She’s got that glint of defiance in her eyes I’ve seen in the best agents I’ve worked with. I see a fire inside of her. She looks like a woman who’s used to speaking her mind, who’s comfortable asserting herself and not taking crap from anybody. That’s something I can respect, as it’s something I can relate to.

			Based on how Ayad pitched her to me, I was expecting her to be pretty raw. But she seems pretty buttoned down and even though I had already decided I wasn’t going to like her after Ayad foisted her onto me, there’s something about her I feel myself connecting with. 

			My cell phone chirps and when I pull it out of my pocket and check the number, it feels like a rock just dropped into the bottom of my belly. I clear my throat and take a beat to gather myself.

			“All right, you and I will do a little getting to know you session later, Boyle. We’re in the middle of a hot case so for now, I’m going to pair you up with Mo, so grab a workstation and make yourself at home,” I tell Boyle then turn to the rest of the team. “Get her up to speed on where we’re at. I want to put together an action plan. We need to figure out what the hell is going on. I need to take this.” 

			“Copy that,” Astra says. 

			Turning away, I head back to my office and connect the call, grimacing as I reluctantly press the phone to my ear.

			“Hold on,” I say then lower the phone to my chest.

			Stepping into my office, I close the door behind me and perch on the corner of my desk, giving myself a moment to get my head on straight. When I feel as ready as I can, I hold the phone up to my ear again. 

			“What do you want?” I snap. 

			“I thought we understood each other, Chief Wilder,” Eurus says. 

			“What are you talking about?” 

			“I told you I wanted you to make this case—my case—a priority,” he says. “And yet, I’m still waiting to hear anything from you.” 

			“You know, it would be a lot quicker if you just told me who you are and where to find you,” I say. “You and I can have this out without getting anybody else involved.”

			The low chuckle that comes through the phone line raises the hair on the back of my neck and sends goosebumps crawling across my skin. I shudder, doing my best to shake off the case of the creeps that wash over me.  

			“Now, where would the fun in that be?” he finally says. 

			“Listen to me, we’re dealing with a very serious situation right now—”

			“Oh, excuse me. Is protecting the lives of so-called innocent people not a serious situation?” he asks. “Because I do recall telling you that unless you take this situation seriously, more of your so-called innocent people are going to die.” 

			“If what you want is my attention, you already have that—”

			“What I want is for you to figure out who I am. Figure out what you took from me,” he snarls. “What I want is for you to find me, Chief Wilder. We have a lot to talk about, you and me. And then, when you truly understand what you took from me and why I’m doing this, I’m going to kill you, Blake.” 

			“That doesn’t give me a lot of incentive to have a sit down with you then, does it?” 

			“Of course, it does,” he replies smoothly. “I know you. And I know you’re not about to let innocent people be hurt. That’s just not in you.” 

			I close my eyes, doing my best to slow my racing heart. I hate to admit that he’s getting under my skin… but he is. And he’s right. It’s not in me to sit back and let other people be hurt if I can do something to stop it. 

			“I thought I proved to you that I was serious about wanting your attention,” Eurus says. “Speaking of which, how is Agent Okamura, by the way?” 

			The mention of Lucas’ name sends a surge of white-hot rage flowing through my veins as I think of him lying up in a hospital bed, trying to recuperate from the savage beating he received at the hands of his monster. 

			“You don’t want me to have to provide you with another example, do you, Chief Wilder?” he taunts. “That’s not something you want, is it?” 

			“Listen, there isn’t any need to—” 

			“Yes, there apparently is,” he interrupts me. “You obviously still haven’t learned. I need to show you just how serious I am. Again.” 

			“Eurus, you don’t need to do that.” 

			“Oh, it’s already done,” he says. 

			“What have you done?”

			“No, the question isn’t what have I done?” he says. “The question is, why haven’t you done anything to stop me?” 

			“Eurus—” 

			“Believe it or not, I don’t enjoy doing things like this. I didn’t enjoy what I did to Agent Okamura,” he says. “But you need to learn that when I say I want your attention, I mean that I want your attention.” 

			“You’ve got it. I swear to you—” 

			“I don’t. Not yet,” he says. “But I hope that after this, I will.” 

			“Please, just don’t do anything—” 

			“Chief Wilder, you and I need to bring our story to an end. I hope this serves as a reminder of that,” he says. 

			He disconnects the call, leaving me staring at my phone with a feeling of cold dread flowing through my veins. A moment later, I nearly jump out of my skin when it chirps with an incoming text message. Knowing it’s from him, I bring it up and stare at it for a long moment, not understanding what it means. It’s nothing but an address. A second later, another message comes through and when I read it, that sense of dread gets even colder.

			Eurus: You owe me your attention, Chief Wilder. I hope this will be the last reminder I must give you to do your duty. Don’t make me make this personal… again. 
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			“Subtle,” Astra says. 

			“I think he’s way past the point of being subtle,” I reply. 

			On the far wall of the abandoned garage, just beyond the cut-up and mutilated corpse lying sprawled out on the floor, is a message for me in large, black spray-painted letters. Mo, Astra, Boyle, and I stand looking at it in silence for a minute.

			“Tick Tock, Chief Wilder. Tick Tock,” Boyle reads then turns to me. “Sounds like you have a whacked-out fanboy, Chief.” 

			“Yeah,” I say. 

			“We were still catching her up on the deal with Alekto. We didn’t have time to catch her up on the Eurus situation before we rolled out,” Astra offers. 

			“That’s fine. We’ll fill her in as we go,” I reply. 

			The address Eurus texted to me led us to this place, an auto repair shop that looks like it went out of business a long time ago. Seattle’s Industrial District is one of the older parts of the city and for a while, has also been one of the most abandoned and run down. Over the years though, a few corporations like Starbucks have moved their corporate headquarters to the area, which has sparked something of a revitalization, but there are still large parts of the district that remain abandoned, like this garage, making it the perfect place for somebody to get in, drop a body, and get out again without being seen. 

			“Agent Wilder, the forensics team and ME’s people are here.” 

			I turn and see a Seattle police officer standing behind us. His eyes drift to the corpse on the ground at our feet and he blanches but quickly averts his gaze. 

			“Great,” I say. “Tell them I want the scene to myself for a few more minutes. I’ll let them know when they can have it.” 

			“Got it,” he says then turns and all but sprints out of the garage. 

			On the ground before us is the body of a woman who looks to have been in her early thirties at the time of her death. Though, we’re going to need something to prove that. Her body is so badly battered and torn that it’s hard to tell much of anything about the body other than that she is a woman. 

			“Your friend did a number on her,” Astra mutters.

			I squat down next to the body and look at her closely. Her eyes are wide open and staring off into nothing in that all too familiar rictus of death. The pale skin of her face is splattered with her blood and there’s a ragged slash across her throat. On top of that, I count at least two dozen puncture wounds on her torso, but I suspect once the ME gets her cleaned up there are going to be far more than that. The blood and tattered remains of her clothing are probably hiding a lot of wounds from view.  

			“Looks like the killer was in a frenzy,” Boyle offers.  

			“This is a classic case of overkill. Eurus was angry when he murdered this woman. This… this was personal, and he was sending a message,” I say. 

			“You think he knew her?” Astra asks. 

			I shake my head. “No. I can guarantee he didn’t know her. The kill was only personal to him because the message he was sending was to me.”

			“I’m sorry, but what makes you say that?” Boyle asks. 

			“I’ve got some history with this unsub,” I tell her. 

			“He’s been trying to get her sole, undivided attention for a while now,” Astra adds. 

			“This is… a pretty dramatic way to do that,” Boyle says. 

			“He’s got quite the flair for the dramatic, as I’m sure you’re going to find out for yourself soon enough,” I tell her. 

			Boyle frowns. “So, how does this connect with the arms dealer case?” 

			“It doesn’t,” I reply. “This is something… different.” 

			I hesitate to say anything to Boyle for a moment. She’s an unknown quantity to me and I don’t know that I can trust her. But I have to take that leap sometime. She’s on my team, whether I like it or not.

			“Technically speaking, we’re a little off the reservation here. SAC Ayad told us to steer clear of the person responsible for what happened to our teammate, Lucas,” I tell her. 

			“So, the person who almost killed your teammate is the same person who did this?”

			“Yeah. It is,” I reply with a nod. “But we’re not investigating Lucas’ beating. We’re investigating these murders.” 

			Boyle grins. “So, we’re walkin’ right up to the very edge of that line, are we?” 

			“We are,” I say. “I hope that’s not going to be a problem for you.” 

			“For me? Oh, God, no,” she says. “I’d want to do the same if it was my teammate. I’ve got no problem with walkin’ that line.”

			I eyeball her for a long moment but see nothing other than sincerity on her face. To do our job well, we sometimes need to color slightly outside the lines. The FBI Academy, which stresses conformity and rigid, uniform thinking, can sometimes beat the spirit and the willingness to do that out of a recruit. Rare are the agents who survive the academy with that facet of their personality intact. 

			“Okay then,” I say. “Good answer.” 

			Astra tips me a wink. “I like her even more.”

			“No doubt the details of this killing are going to get back to Ayad. The fact that a murderer is calling me out by name isn’t something that can stay secret,” I say. “So, if anybody asks, we do not mention any ties to Lucas. This is a murder case, plain and simple. Am I clear?” 

			“Absolutely. As far as I’m concerned, you’re the only one I answer to,” Boyle says. 

			“Don’t let Ayad hear you say that,” Astra says with a grin. “It might hurt his little man ego and that would be nothing but bad for you.” 

			Boyle laughs. “Noted.” 

			I pull a pair of black nitrile gloves from my pocket and snap them on, then squat down and gingerly rifle through the dead woman’s pockets. Extracting a small wallet, I open it and pull out her driver’s license. 

			“Bree Cooper. Thirty-three years old,” I announce, and hand the wallet over to Astra.

			Astra looks through the wallet for a minute then hands it to Mo who does the same before dropping it into a plastic evidence bag and sealing it. 

			“Do me a favor and get that name over to Rick and Nina and see where it falls in the order of things,” I say. 

			“You got it,” Mo replies then steps off to make the call. 

			“The order?” Boyle asks. 

			“Eurus is patterning his kills off a serial case I helped with a while back. Alvin Perry,” I say. “Eurus’ first two kills—the names—were related to Perry’s victims. I want to see if the third name holds to that pattern.” 

			“I remember reading something about the Perry case, but I don’t recall everything,” Boyle says. “And this killer is connected to him?” 

			“There’s a connection, but we haven’t been able to figure out what it is yet,” I tell her. “At the moment, we’re operating under the idea that he’s inspired by Perry.” 

			“Fanboys are the worst,” she comments with genuine disgust in her voice.

			A small smile flickers across my lips. “Okay, Agent Boyle, time to impress me,” I say. “What does this scene tell you about our murder?” 

			Boyle steps back and looks around, taking in the entire scene, as she gathers her initial impressions. I like that she’s deliberate and thoughtful about it. Young agents will sometimes rush into an assessment without stopping to think. Especially if they’re trying to score points or impress the senior agents on scene. Boyle, though, is taking her time and genuinely seems to be trying to get a feel and develop her own opinion rather than throwing out something she thinks I want to hear. Her expression serious, she nods to herself then looks at me. 

			“First off, she wasn’t killed here,” Boyle starts. “All the blood’s missing from that kind of frenzied overkill. That leads me to conclude this is a dump site and the kill site is out there somewhere.” 

			“Excellent observation,” I say. 

			Astra nods. “Nice work, kid.” 

			Boyle smiles and seems to enjoy the praise for a moment. “There aren’t many street cameras in this area. And it’s such a depressed section of town, I doubt we’ll find much in the way of other surveillance equipment,” she goes on. “We probably can’t get our guy on footage dumping this woman’s body.” 

			“Which is likely why he picked the area to dump her,” I say. “That tells us he’s familiar with the city. I happen to think he was born and raised here, but it’s possible he’s just lived here long enough to know the city intimately.” 

			Astra steps up beside me. “My question is, why is this murder so different? Why is this one so savage and brutal?” 

			“It’s a good question,” I say. “It almost feels like a tantrum to me. Like, because he didn’t think he had my full attention, he threw a fit.” 

			“A murderer with the impulse control of a toddler. That’s nice,” Boyle says.

			I stare at the body and think about it all, trying to see it from a different perspective. Something is tingling in the back of my mind about it all. Some connection or revelation my subconscious is trying to make that just won’t surface in my conscious mind just yet. 

			I look down at the body again and feel the ice-cold fingers of dread grab hold of my heart and start to squeeze. If I can’t figure this out soon, more innocent lives are going to be lost. I can’t afford to give Eurus my full attention though. Not with the threat of somebody possibly trying to peddle a dirty bomb in this city still hanging over our heads—which, if it turns out to be true, would cost even more innocent lives. Trying to balance one set of lives against another is an impossible—and exhausting—task. But this is the job.

			“All right,” I say. “Let’s turn the scene over to forensics and get back to the shop.” 
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			I glance at the text message Eurus sent me on our way back from where he’d left the body and grit my teeth as a torrent of anger washes through my system. 

			Eurus: I hope you enjoyed my gift to you. Find me or I will drop another body every three days until you do. Tick Tock, Chief Wilder. And Good luck! 

			“Okay, talk to me, kids,” I say as I tuck the phone into my pocket. “What do we know?” 

			“Well, you were right,” Rick says as he taps a few keys and gestures to the monitors behind me. “Alvin Perry’s third victim was a man named Thomas Cooper.” 

			I turn and look at the screens on the wall. Rick pulls up the DMV photo of Thomas Cooper, age forty-two at the time of his death. Five-foot-nine, one hundred and eighty pounds, brown hair, brown eyes. The crime scene photos show him laying on his back, his eyes wide and mouth hanging open in a silent, eternal scream. Cooper had been stabbed once in the chest and once in the neck, the latter of the two wounds proving to be the fatal one having sliced through his carotid artery. 

			“So, Thomas Cooper, and Bree Cooper,” I say. “It looks like Eurus is keeping with the naming convention.”

			“But one was male and one female,” Boyle says. “I thought serial killers usually stuck with one gender or the other.” 

			I have to tamp down the surge of irritation that flashes through me and have to remind myself that they don’t teach advanced profiling at the academy. I’m so used to my team who, having worked with me so long, have become fairly knowledgeable about profiling at this point. But most new agents coming out of Quantico only have a rudimentary grasp of profiling killers. Boyle is asking the right questions, after all, and the fact that she’s not overly conversant with profiling isn’t her fault. I just hate having to stop and teach the basic stuff. 

			“Most do. Most are preferential and you’ll see those preferences played out in the similarities between all their victims,” I tell her. “But once in a while, you run into what we call an omnivore. Alvin Perry was one and apparently, Eurus is as well—”  

			“And an omnivore is what exactly? I’m sorry, it’s just a phrase I haven’t heard used to describe a killer before,” Boyle asks quickly. 

			“It’s just like it sounds,” I tell her. “They don’t have a preference. They can—and do—kill anybody. That’s what makes them so difficult to catch. You can never really get ahead of them the way you can with a preferential offender.” 

			“Got it. Thank you for the explanation,” she says. 

			“Okay, how are we doing on the prison correspondence and visitor logs?” I ask. 

			“Still running names and backgrounds,” Mo tells me. “It’s a time-consuming process. It’s going to take a minute.” 

			“Yeah, I know. And I appreciate how hard you guys are working,” I grouse. “Unfortunately, time is something we don’t have. Eurus is impatient and he just showed us what he’s willing to do if we don’t pay full and complete attention to him.”

			“Unfortunately, nobody is standing out so far,” Rick says. “Plenty of weirdos and groupies, but nobody we’ve run a background on has raised any red flags.”

			“It’s entirely possible he wasn’t lying to you, boss. Maybe he didn’t visit Perry before he was killed in prison,” Nina adds.

			“No. He’s in there somewhere. A letter or a call, maybe. But I feel like he visited,” I say with a shake of my head. “This bond he’s got with Perry didn’t come out of thin air. There’s some substance behind it.” 

			“Fanboys are like that, though. They glom onto people they’ve never met for the strangest reasons and sometimes, there is nothing behind it. These weirdos feel like some connection has been made from the smallest interaction—or a perceived interaction,” Boyle says. “I remember reading a case of some stalker showing up to some actress’ house after he said the way she delivered her lines in her latest movie made him feel like she was talking to him.” 

			“In the cases of celebrity stalkers and people like that, sure. But when you’re talking about murderers, the psychology behind it is very different,” I tell her. “Eurus may have admired Perry from afar at first, but at some point, there was a real-world connection made between them. It wasn’t a case of Perry saying something a certain way. No, the level of devotion Eurus has for him and that he’s coming after me because of it… that’s not something that comes from nowhere. That only comes from a real, tangible connection.” 

			“Trust her, kid. She’s pretty good at the psychology stuff,” Astra chimes in then casts me a toothy grin. “Plus, if you don’t argue with her, you don’t have to deal with her giving you that smug look when she’s eventually proven right.” 

			“I do not have a smug look,” I say. 

			“Oh, trust me, you do,” Astra says. 

			“Oh God, she does, doesn’t she?” Kit chirps. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed that. She’s insufferable when she’s right.” 

			“I never wanted to say anything but since they brought it up, you kind of do,” Rick adds.

			Nina laughs. “Yeah, you definitely do.” 

			“No comment,” Mo says as she tries to stifle her smile. 

			“Coward,” Astra teases. 

			“Great. So, you’re all fired,” I say with a laugh. “But anyway, Eurus is going to be in the correspondence somewhere, so let’s just keep digging in,” I continue. “Now, what do we know about Genov?” 

			Rick shakes his head. “Not a lot, to be honest. Everything I’ve found paints the picture of an immigrant made good. Solid community member, respected businessman—”

			“I think I may have something,” Nina interrupts. 

			“Go,” I reply. 

			“I’ve been digging through his financials—like deep into his financials—and I’ve found a few irregularities that made me look closer,” she starts. 

			“What did you find?” Astra asks. 

			“He donates to small, local charities that help in the Hungarian community,” she tells us. “But he also makes fairly sizable donations to a Hungarian charity group that helps settle recent immigrants in the US regularly.”  

			“What’s so strange about that?” I ask. 

			“Because this charity group doesn’t really seem to exist,” she says. “I mean, they’ve got a brick-and-mortar location and do some nominal charity work, but I’ve been digging into them and I can’t seem to find anything substantive. I’m no expert but to me, it seems like a front company for something else.” 

			“Money laundering, perhaps,” Astra muses. 

			“Could also be a way of buying weapons,” Kit suggests. 

			“Could be either of those,” I say. “It might also be the perfect way to pay for a hit without flagging any attention.”

			“And there’s no whiff of Genov being tied to organized crime?” Astra asks.

			‘Nothing I’ve been able to find, no,” Nina says. 

			Rick frowns and looks over to her screen. “How in the hell did you find all that? I’m still combing through these photos.” 

			She gives him a mischievous smirk. “Skill issue.”

			I look at the website for the charity house—the Nagy Center—and the related information that Nina puts up on the screens, letting my mind sift through it all. I’m trying to put the puzzle together but still feel like I’m missing a few pieces. That’s when a question occurs to me. 

			“How did Genov come into his money? Did he come from a wealthy family?” I ask. 

			“Not that I can see,” Nina replies. “Both his parents were academics in Hungary in the eighties. Not exactly a lush lifestyle.” 

			“So, how did he get the money to open his restaurant and become this community paragon of charity and virtue?” I ask. 

			“It’s a good question,” Astra says. 

			“I think I can answer that question,” Mo pipes up as she taps away at her keyboard. “It looks like back in the day, he owned a couple of strip clubs near the airport. And as we know, those places are gold mines. Over the years, it looks like he transferred ownership to shell companies he created and has been shielding his ownership of them ever since.”  

			“Rick, you’re losing your touch,” Astra teases. “Way to go, Mo.”

			“I got a lot on my plate,” he grouses. 

			“Strip clubs are great for money laundering and as fronts for prostitution and organized crime,” I say, looking at the photos of the clubs Mo is putting up. “It makes sense Genov would want to hide his association with these clubs. It might damage his reputation as the kindly, squeaky clean, wholesome businessman of the people.” 

			“When was the last donation he made to the Nagy Center?” Astra asks. 

			“About a week ago,” Nina replies. “It was for fifty grand.” 

			“How generous,” Astra remarks.

			“That also could line up with the timing of the hit on Anja,” Kit says. “That fifty grand, or at least part of it, might have been earmarked for it.” 

			“It’s possible,” I muse. “Mo, can you find which account he pulled the fifty grand out of? Is there a corresponding transaction somewhere?” 

			She shakes her head. “Not that I can see offhand. But with all his side hustles and charities, his financials are a labyrinth. It could be buried under one of these layers. It’s just going to take a little time to cut through it all and get a clear picture.” 

			“Okay, keep cutting then. We need to see what Genov is really all about,” I say. “Boyle, this is a good chance for you to learn. Mo’s one of the best at untangling financial rat nests. Watch and learn from her.” 

			She looks disappointed. “Honestly, I think my skills would be better used—”

			“Your skills will be best used where I tell you to use them,” I cut her off. “This job is about a lot more than kicking in doors, Agent Boyle. There’s a methodology and a process you have to learn if you plan on being an effective investigator. Am I clear?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” she replies, her tone chastened. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to question your orders.” 

			“You did mean to, or you wouldn’t have questioned them in the first place,” I say. “Let’s not make a habit of that and we’ll be all right. Got it?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” she says as she pulls her chair closer to Mo’s workstation. 

			I stare at the screens again, looking at all the information while the image of Bree Cooper’s mutilated body bounces around in my mind. As I ponder the situation, I wonder—and not for the first time—if I’m deploying our resources in the smartest way possible. If we spend our time chasing down Kit’s informant and find nothing at the end of the trail, how many people will Eurus kill just to torment me? But then, if I pull back on the reins and put more of our resources into chasing Eurus and a dirty bomb is purchased and set off within the city, how many more people will die? 

			“You all right?” Kit asks. 

			“Yeah. Just pondering our resources,” I say. 

			“What about them?” Astra asks. 

			“We need more. We need help,” I reply. “Rick and Nina can’t reasonably do everything I’m asking them to do. They’re already stretched too thin.” 

			“So, what are you going to do?” Kit asks. 

			I hear the worry in her voice and know she’s concerned that I’m going to pull back on looking for Anja. It’s what Ayad would tell me to do since we don’t have anything credible yet to work from. He’d undoubtedly tell me to chase the one actively dropping bodies and turn over what we have on Anja to another unit to run down. Or worse, he’d tell me to turn it over to Homeland or the ATF to sort out. That would be the same thing as pulling the plug altogether.

			Of course, if he found out we’re running a parallel investigation into Lucas’ case after he strictly forbade it, I probably wouldn’t have to worry about making a decision at all since he’d probably suspend me for insubordination. And I’d deserve it. But if he believes I’m going to sit back and do nothing while the person who almost killed Lucas is out there, he doesn’t know me at all. 

			“What are we going to do?” Astra presses. 

			It’s then that a thought occurs to me. I take a beat to solidify the plan of action in my mind then, my mind settled on it, I turn to Astra and Kit. 

			“We’re going to go by Nagy House to see what they’re all about,” I tell her. “I want to start getting a picture of Genov. Maybe if we can figure him out, we might be able to find Anja and get to the bottom of this.” 

			“What about Eurus?” she asks. 

			“I’m calling in some reinforcements.”

			“Who?” Astra asks. “If you bring in more bodies, Ayad will start looking at what we’re doing in here a lot closer—” 

			“Exactly. That’s why I’m calling in Brody to help do the backgrounds on the prison communications,” I tell her. 

			“Of course. I should’ve known,” Astra says then rolls her eyes. “There’s that smug look on your face.” 

			I laugh as Kit’s cell phone rings. “Shut up.” 

			Kit connects the call and presses the phone to her ear. It takes all of a millisecond for her eyes to widen, telling me that something’s wrong. I give her a minute to finish her call and when she does, she looks at me with an expression of relief mixed with worry on her face. 

			“We need to go,” she says. “That was Anja.” 
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			Olympic Sculpture Park, Belltown District; Seattle, WA

			Seated on a nine-acre swath of land next to Puget Sound, the Olympic Sculpture Park is a large, wide-open space that’s terrific for clandestine meets. I’ve used it myself on several occasions. There are usually quite a few people around—the beach on the Sound draws people like flies on sunny days like today—and if you’re smart, you can pick a spot to hunker down that allows you to see anybody and everybody coming. And I have to believe that Anja, having chosen this spot to meet us, is smart. She’s a survivor, which gives her a level of smarts you can’t learn in a classroom or from a book. 

			Astra and I trail behind Kit as she makes her way down the walkway through the park. There are clusters of people on blankets enjoying a picnic in the sunny but cool air of the day. Others are throwing a frisbee back and forth, the sound of their laughter ringing around the park. By all appearances, it looks like a normal day. I don’t see any assassins lurking in the shadows, ready to take Anja out. Of course, any assassin worth their salt wouldn’t allow me to see them in the first place. But I don’t see anybody who looks out of place or like they’re desperately trying to blend in with the other, normal people enjoying the afternoon. 

			Kit slows down and falls into step beside me. “She told me she’s by the eagle sculpture.” 

			“Which one is that?” I ask. 

			Kit points to a large sculpture that looks like it was crafted from steel and painted red—and looks nothing like an eagle to me. 

			“If that’s an eagle, that is one ugly-looking bird,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah,” Kit mutters. 

			My sister is tense, and I see her eyes cutting left and right as she searches out any potential threats in the park. But she doesn’t seem to see anybody ready to attack either. We follow the path around the park and approach the eagle sculpture from the south. Other than a young couple having what looks like a romantic picnic some distance away, there aren’t many people in the area. Hopefully, that makes Anja feel more comfortable. 

			“There she is,” Kit says. 

			Just up ahead, sitting on a bench partially behind one of the legs of the sculpture and partially screened by a large bush, is a woman with a fair complexion and hair blacker than pitch. She jumps to her feet and immediately tenses as we approach. Her eyes cut from Kit to Astra and me and she licks her lips, looking like she’s on the verge of bolting. 

			“You told her we were coming with you, right?” I whisper.

			“Of course,” Kit whispers back. “But she’s got people trying to murder her so, you know, go a little easy on her. She’s going through a lot. Why don’t you two just hang back and I’ll settle her down. I’ll tell you when it’s okay to come up.” 

			“Yeah. Probably a good idea,” I say. 

			Astra and I stop, and we both immediately start scanning the area around us, looking for anybody who might be trying to sneak up on us. At the same time, I keep a watchful eye on my sister as she approaches her informant. My hand hovers near my waist and I stand ready to pull my Glock at the first sign of trouble. Kit quickly embraces Anja and the woman seems to immediately relax, an expression of relief crossing her face. 

			Satisfied this isn’t some sort of trap for my sister, I give Kit and Anja a couple of minutes to get reacquainted. 

			“Keep your eyes peeled,” I tell Astra. 

			“Already on it.” 

			I strain my ears, trying to listen to the conversation happening behind me, but all I’m able to catch are muffled snippets. Kit’s well trained in keeping her voice pitched low enough to mitigate eavesdroppers. I keep scanning the park but don’t see anything to worry about. Somehow, Anja has managed to survive on her own as well as avoid whoever it is that’s trying to kill her. It’s impressive. She really is a survivor. 

			“Blake?” 

			I turn to find Kit waving us over. Still keeping an eye on the park around us, Astra and I step over to my sister. Anja is still tense and flinches when I extend my hand. She takes it and gives it a quick shake before pulling her hand away as quickly as if I’d just scalded her. 

			“Ms. Kaliyev,” I start. “My name is Blake and this is Astra—”

			“Yes. Your sister told me who you are,” she said, her English perfect, but dusted with a thick Belarusian accent. “Just call me Anja. Please.” 

			“Very well, Anja,” I reply. “Kit tells us you know of an arms dealer looking to sell a very dangerous device here?” 

			She nods. “I heard a couple of men talking about it, yes.” 

			“And where did you hear them talking about it?” I ask. 

			“I was working at the Sickle one night and saw a couple of men I’d never seen before. They were sitting in a booth in the back and were dressed very nicely. A lot better than most of the people who come through the bar,” she tells us. “I thought they were mob men—Russian mafia maybe—so I listened to their conversation. As well as I could anyway.”

			Playing a hunch, I pull up pictures of both Omar Balogh and Nemet Genov on my phone and show them to Anja. 

			“Were either of these men one of the ones you eavesdropped on in the Sickle that night, Anja?” I ask, not expecting confirmation but still hoping for it. 

			She nods. “Yes. Yes. The man on the right. But I do not know who he is.” 

			My heart skips a beat and I have to keep the smile from my lips. So Genov was one of the men she’d overheard at the Sickle. That vague sense of motion starts to build inside of me. It’s faint, but it’s there. I exchange a glance with Astra and see that she’s feeling the same thing I am. It’s the first piece of the puzzle that’s fallen into place for us. And it’s a big piece. 

			“And what did you overhear them say?” Astra asks. 

			“I heard them talking about somebody named Alekto. I don’t know who that is. I’ve never heard that name before,” she says. “But they talked about buying a bomb—or at least, they talked about buying uranium from this Alekto.” 

			“And you heard them use the words bomb and uranium specifically,” I press. 

			“Yes,” she says. “And I saw money change hands.”

			“You’re positive about that?” 

			“Yes. I am not making this up,” Anja says, sounding offended. “I am not a liar.” 

			“They’re not saying you are. It’s all right,” Kit says then shoots me a withering look. 

			I shrug. “We believe you,” I offer placatingly. “We just need to get all the facts. That’s all.” 

			Before I can take this back to Ayad, let alone Homeland and the ATF, we have to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that we have a bona fide threat. 

			As we stand there, the hair on the back of my neck stands on end and a wave of goosebumps washes across my skin. I look around and although I don’t see anything or anybody threatening, that feeling of being observed persists. Astra glances at me and the look on her face tells me she’s feeling a little bit exposed as well. Maybe we’re just being paranoid. But according to my sister, this Alekto person murdered a highly trained spy, so maybe exercising a little extra caution isn’t the worst thing in the world. 

			“Look, this might not be the best place for us to do this,” I say. “Anja, I’d like to get you into one of our safe houses—”

			She shakes her head. “I am better on my own.” 

			“We’ll have a couple of agents with you around the clock,” I tell her. “Believe me, you’re going to be a lot safer there than on the streets by yourself.” 

			“I’ve done all right so far.”

			“You have. And all the credit in the world to you,” I reply. “But people are trying to kill you. We ran into one of them at your old hotel. We have him in custody, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more people out there gunning for you.” 

			Anja shakes her head. “I don’t want to go to your safe house.” 

			“But it’s for your own protection. We can’t keep you safe if you’re out here on your own. You can trust us,” Astra adds. 

			“It isn’t that I don’t trust you. Katherine says I can trust you and I believe her,” Anja says. “But I know these men—men like these, anyway. I know from experience they have long reaches and can find me.” 

			“They won’t find you. I can keep this very close to the vest,” I tell her. “But once we verify what you’re telling us, we’re going to have to loop in other agencies, which means other people are going to need to talk to you. We need to know where you are.” 

			Kit squeezes Anja’s hand and offers her an encouraging smile then motions for me to follow her. Astra steps closer to Anja and speaks to her in a low, reassuring voice, her eyes in constant motion, her hand near the Glock on her belt. Kit leads me a few steps away then turns to me, her expression earnest. 

			“Blake, she’s not comfortable with the idea of an FBI safe house,” Kit says quietly. “And to be honest, I’m not either. The Bureau has leaks galore. You know it does.” 

			“I can keep the circle small.” 

			“Not small enough. Your SAC is going to have to put this on paper and once he does, there’s no stopping somebody from snatching that intel.” 

			I sigh and look away. As much as I’d like to refute what she said, I can’t. She’s right. Any government agency is going to have leaks, no matter how small you try to keep a circle. Threats, disgruntlement, or maybe just the allure of a big payday have led more than one agent down a path that ended in the death of a witness, informant, or the compromising of a case. 

			“Fine. What is your suggestion then? You know we need to do a full debrief with her,” I say. “We need time to vet her intel. And that’s just step one. We can’t afford to have her running around out here on her own. We need access to her.” 

			“I know. And I have a suggestion, but I guarantee you’re not going to like it,” she replies. 

			“No, I probably won’t. But what is it?” 

			“Byron has a place here. Had. It’s not registered with the Agency as a safe house. It’s more like a stash house he used when needed,” she says. “But it’s totally off the official grid. We could stash her there while we do what we need to do to verify her intel. And once we’re sure everything’s legit, we can call in the cavalry.” 

			“I don’t know. That’s so far outside of protocol—” 

			“Protocol gets people killed,” she says. 

			“And going off the reservation is what got your partner killed.” 

			Kit recoils like I slapped her across the face and quickly looks away, trying to control the emotions I see playing across her features. 

			“She’s my responsibility. At least, I feel like she’s my responsibility,” Kit says. “I’ve felt that way since we pulled her out of Belarus. 

			“If her intel turns out to be bunk, then at least the Bureau wouldn’t have expended any resources other than your time and effort in running down her leads,” Kit offers. “At the very least, it’ll make the bean counters happy.” 

			I know I shouldn’t be playing it this way. Ayad will have my butt in a sling if he finds out. I just can’t stop thinking about the possibility of Anja being killed in Bureau custody. It’s rare, but it does happen. If I put her on paper, I’m running the risk of somebody getting a heads-up and sending a kill team. If that happens, Ayad will also have my backside in a sling. It’s a grim and awful calculus to even be considering. 

			“It’s still taking a big risk with that woman’s life,” I say.

			“No bigger than the risk is of putting her on paper with the Bureau.”

			“What are you going to do about giving her protection?”

			“I have an idea about that, too,” she says with a smirk. “And I’m sure you’re going to hate it just as much.” 

			I sigh and shake my head. “Let’s hear it.” 
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			Sasaki Building, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			“Do you think he’ll help?” Kit asks. 

			“He’s never said no before,” I reply. “I just hate always asking for help.” 

			“It’s not like we don’t need it though.” 

			“Yeah. I know.” 

			Not one of the biggest city centers in the country, Downtown Seattle is still the beating heart of the state’s financial and business communities. Every skyscraper is filled with offices of some of the country’s biggest corporate giants as well as other successful businesses. The Sasaki building is one of the ten tallest buildings in Seattle and all forty-eight floors of it house money management groups and investment firms, law offices, and even a couple of capital venture groups.

			After securing Anja in Byron’s cabin on the shores of Rattlesnake Lake in the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest and leaving Astra to watch over her, Kit and I made the forty-five-minute trip back to Downtown Seattle. I have to admit that the cabin is in a pretty secluded spot. There aren’t any neighbors within a mile and a half of the place, and it’s so well tucked in amongst the forest it’s invisible from the air. It’s so well hidden, you have to be on the ground and know it’s there in the first place to find it.  

			More than that, Byron had fortified the place, making it a hardened target. It has bulletproof glass windows, two-inch thick, concrete reinforced walls, and cutting-edge surveillance equipment watching the place three-hundred and sixty degrees, making it all but impossible to sneak up on. It’s also got a steel-reinforced panic room in an underground bunker if everything else goes wrong. You could probably wait out the apocalypse there. 

			And yet, despite the militaristic upgrades, he designed it to be a warm, inviting cabin surrounded by all the natural beauty of the forest around it. Kit said the cabin was going to be Byron’s retirement home after he left the Agency. Before we left though, it looked like Astra was already making plans to claim it as her own and move in.  

			“He’s on the thirty-third floor,” I say, and Kit presses the button. 

			We make the ride up in silence, both of us lost in our thoughts. After my last call with Eurus, I’d been meaning to make the trek over here to beg for help… again. But with things popping off the way they have been, I’ve been short on time. 

			“Our friend has moved up in the world,” Kit says. “Who would have thought he’d turn into some pillar of the community?” 

			“He did,” I reply. “It’s been his goal since the start of it all. And say what you will about him, he knows how to get what he wants.” 

			“He’s an American success story,” Kit says. 

			I shoot her a wry smile. “The second half of his life maybe.” 

			A bell chimes and an automated voice announces that we’ve arrived at the thirty-third floor just before the doors slide open. The elevator lets us off into a spacious hallway. To our left is a thousand-dollar-an-hour white shoe law firm that occupies that half of the floor. We turn right and head the other way, toward Emerald Wharf Developments, which occupies the other half. I pull the frosted glass door open and let Astra go in ahead of me then follow her in, letting the door swing closed softly behind me. 

			We cross the marble flooring in the lobby and approach the tall counter across from the front doors. The walls in the lobby are a soft blue and lined with artistic black and white photos of buildings the company had constructed around the city. On the wall behind the front desk hangs a large oval made of frosted glass with the company’s name etched into it. And below the lettering is the logo—an aged-looking wharf the color of emeralds. It’s simple but classy and a little understated, which I’ve always found surprising. 

			“Good afternoon, how may I help you?” asks the young, Asian woman behind the desk. 

			“Hi, I’m Blake Wilder and I called earlier,” I say. “I needed to see Fis—sorry—Mr. Zhao. I’m here to talk to Mr. Zhao.”

			Using his real name is so unfamiliar, it feels weird in my mouth. But this is the world Fish built for himself—not the one he came from. And in this world, where he’s a respected businessman City Council member, he’s not known as Fish. He’s known as Huan Zhao. He may still have a foot in both worlds, but he remarkably manages to keep from blurring the lines. The last thing he needs is for me to do it for him. 

			“Ah, yes,” she says. “He’s expecting you. Please, follow me.” 

			The woman gets up from her desk and offers us a smile before turning and walking to the door set into the wall to the right of her station. She holds it open for us, allowing us to go through first. Astra and I wait for her to close the door and lead us through the warren of cubicles and offices that fill the office. Everything is beautiful. Elegant. And judging by the activity buzzing around us as we pass through, busy. Fish’s company seems to have taken off and I honestly can’t possibly be prouder of or happier for him. 

			The receptionist leads us down a long hallway, stopping at a sleek, black door with a long silver bar made of rolled steel that runs down the right-hand side. A burnished silver nameplate is fixed to the wall beside the door and the glossy black letters that reads: Huan Zhao, CEO. The receptionist gives a firm knock then grasps the bar and pushes the door inward and steps aside, motioning for us to go inside. Fish is already on his feet and crossing his office with a wide, warm smile on his face. The receptionist quietly closes the door, leaving us alone. 

			“I see your rebrand has not affected your fashion sense, my friend,” I say with a laugh.

			He stops and turns in a circle to give us a three-sixty view, laughing along with us. His suit is a metallic magenta color that shimmers with his every movement. Beneath the jacket is a plum-colored shirt with a matching pocket square and a tie that matches the suit. Like all his suits, it’s well tailored and fits him nicely. His dark hair is nicely styled and flecked with a little more gray these days, but his olive-colored complexion is as youthful and as flawless as ever, making it almost impossible to determine his actual age.

			“You like?” he asks. 

			“Fish, I think you’ve outdone yourself this time,” Kit states. 

			Fish pulls Kit into a tight embrace. “It is so good to see you, Katherine. I have missed you, dear girl. You look very well. Healthy.” 

			“As do you,” she says. “Have you been working out?” 

			“Yoga mostly. But a little martial arts training and swimming mixed in,” he replies with a grin. “I refuse to give in to the ravages of time.” 

			“I’m pretty sure you’re going to outlive us all,” Kit says. 

			“I certainly hope not. I promise you this world would be an unbearable place to live without the Wilder sisters,” he replies. 

			He lets go of my sister then turns and pulls me into a bone-crushing embrace. I laugh and lean into him and return the hug. Fish eventually lets go of me and steps back then waves his hand to the office around him. Done in light oak and soft, earthy tones, Fish’s office is mellow and soothing. Pieces of Chinese art adorn the walls, as well as more black and white photographs of projects his company has worked on. The wall behind his desk is made entirely of glass and has a spectacular view of the Space Needle and the entire downtown area. His office is professional and not at all flashy or eccentric as he is. 

			“What do you think?” he asks. 

			“It’s a lot less flamboyant than I expected, to be honest,” I say. 

			“I have many layers, Blake.” 

			I grin. “Yes, you do. That much I know.” 

			Fish leads us over to a sitting area off to the side of his office. We sit across from him at a table that matches his desk, the chairs incredibly plush and elegant. 

			“You seem to be in an exceptionally good mood today,” I say. 

			“Life is too short to spend it being unhappy,” he replies. “I also may have had some good news come in on a couple of projects to help develop the waterfront—and there are rumors of a new stadium for a basketball team floating around that I’ve got my fingers in. So, yes, things are going exceedingly well, my dear. Oh, but where are my manners? I haven’t even offered my dear friends something to drink.”

			“No, we’re all right, thank you,” I say. 

			“It is good to see the both of you,” he tells us.

			“And it’s wonderful to see you, too. I can see that you’ve been busy,” I say.

			“I have. But you’re not here to talk about that.” 

			“I sometimes feel like I only come to you when I need something,” I reply with a sigh.

			“Nonsense. I recall that we had a very pleasant dinner just a few weeks back,” he says. “Besides, as I’ve always told you, I wouldn’t have all this or this new life I am building without you. You gave me the opportunity for redemption all those years ago, rather than just locking me up and throwing away the key. What I have is yours. So, what can I do for you?” 

			His words ring of sincerity which puts a stitch in my chest—mostly because I don’t feel like I deserve the respect and credit he gives me. All those years ago, he had something I wanted. Needed. He had the information that led to a lot of cases that helped build my career into what it is today. He was my informant. It’s not like I gave him a free pass out of the goodness of my heart. Our arrangement was mutually beneficial. If it hadn’t been, things might have very well gone a different way. I very well may have locked him up and thrown away the key. He knows that and yet, still credits me with his redemption. It’s why I don’t always feel worthy of the friendship he’s given me in all the years since. 

			“Blake?” 

			“First, what can you tell me about Nemet Genov?” I ask. 

			He tilts his head. “Hungarian?”

			“Yep.”

			“Yes, I know of him. I can tell you he’s a very popular figure in the city. Very charitable. Does a lot for the kids in his community. Most people think he’s a saint,” Fish tells me. 

			“Now tell me what you think about him,” I say. 

			“I think he’s a very dangerous man,” Fish says bluntly. “I’ve only crossed paths with him a few times, but I’ve never found time with him to be a pleasant experience. His private face is very different from his public one.” 

			Kit grins. “Some have said the same things about you.” 

			“Kit,” I snap.

			Fish breaks into a wide grin. “It’s very true, Katherine. The difference is that everything I’ve done is done with a purpose. Genov seems to relish being cruel because he enjoys it,” he says with a chuckle. “He also dabbles in parts of the underworld I don’t. And so long as he didn’t bring his world into mine, I saw no reason we couldn’t co-exist. I loathe what he does, but I’m not going to declare war on him. Nobody would benefit from blood in the streets.” 

			“Do you think he’s the sort who’d buy a dirty bomb?” I ask. 

			Fish arches an eyebrow. “Is that what he’s after?” 

			“It might be,” Kit says. “That’s what we’re trying to determine.” 

			“My sister’s informant has told us he’s looking to buy a dirty bomb from an arms dealer named Alekto,” I say. “Personally, I’m still trying to figure out if she exists.” 

			“Oh, she does. A woman of incredible mystery, that one,” Fish says. “But make no mistake, she is as real as you or me. And she’s even more lethal than Genov.” 

			“Told you,” Kit says and flashes me a smirk. Now it’s my turn to see the face I give to others. I can see why they complain about it.

			“And it would not surprise me if Genov is looking to acquire a weapon of mass destruction. He hides it well, but the man hates the United States,” Fish goes on. “As I’ve heard the story, his parents were killed by a stray missile in a marketplace in his home village. A US attack.” 

			“That would certainly give him motive to want to do the US harm,” I say. 

			“A big, fat motive,” Kit replies. “It also makes sense that he would try to eliminate Anja if he knew she was an informant.”

			“I was thinking that, too,” I say with a nod. “Do you happen to know if there’s a connection between Alekto and Genov? Do they work together?” 

			“Not that I’ve heard, no. I am sorry,” he says with an inscrutable look. “All of this puts something I heard in an entirely new context though—a far more troubling context.” 

			“What did you hear?” I ask. 

			“That Alekto will be coming to Seattle within the next few days,” he says. “She is apparently holding an auction, from what I hear. It could be that she is looking to sell the dirty bomb you mentioned to the highest bidder.” 

			“An auction,” I say. “I wonder why she wouldn’t sell to Genov directly.” 

			“Why settle for one price when you can pit buyers against one another?” Fish says. “An item as rare as the materials needed for a dirty bomb would likely fetch a fantastic price.” 

			“Yeah. You’re absolutely right about that—and about it being far more disturbing,” I say. “You wouldn’t happen to know the whens and wheres of the auction, would you?”

			“I don’t move in that world, so I, unfortunately, do not know the specifics,” he says. “But I can make some inquiries if you’d like.”

			I shake my head. “Like you said, you don’t move in that world. If you start poking around, it’s going to look suspicious. And if Genov is as dangerous as you say, I do not want you anywhere near his radar. But thank you.” 

			“Of course. But I’ll keep my ear to the ground anyway. One never knows what one might hear if they’re paying attention,” he says. “What else can do to help you?”

			I clear my throat. “Well, to be honest, with Genov, Kit’s informant, and another matter, we’ve got a lot going on and we’re veering outside the lines a little bit—” 

			Fish laughs as he sits back and crosses one leg over the other. “What? The Wilder girls are marching to the wild beat of their own drum? Color me surprised.” 

			“Haha. You’re on fire today, Fish,” I say dryly, though with a grin. 

			“My apologies,” he says as he folds his hands atop his knee. “How may I help?” 

			“Well, we’ve got an informant stashed away and although the location itself is fairly secure, we’d feel a lot better if we had some men watching her while we try to verify the information she’s given us so far,” I tell him. “We’re keeping her off paper for now to avoid any potential leaks within the Bureau, so I can’t get agents posted—” 

			“Done. I’ll have four men sent to keep an eye on things and rotate them every twelve hours,” he says. “What else may I help with?” 

			“This one is personal. You know what happened to Lucas,” I say.

			Fish frowns. “I do. Most disagreeable.” 

			“We’re hunting the man who did that but with this other case, we’re not moving as fast as he’d like us to be. He’s impatient and is dropping bodies,” I say. “And if we’re not able to satisfy him, I’m afraid he’s going to go after somebody else on my team.” 

			“And you’d like me to assign men to watch over your teammates?” 

			“I would.” 

			“Consider it done,” he replies without hesitation. “And would I be correct to assume that your team, particularly Agent Russo, would frown upon knowing they were being protected?” 

			I laugh softly. “Especially Agent Russo.” 

			“I’ll make sure my men stay hidden from view, but ever watchful,” he says. 

			“Thank you, Fish. I honestly don’t know how I can repay you for everything you do,” I say. 

			He offers me a wide, fatherly smile. “You can repay me by having another pleasant dinner with an old man soon.” 

			I reach across the table and take his hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “You’re hardly anything close to an old man,” I say. “But consider it done.” 
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			Nagy Center, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			Drafting Brody to help Rick and Nina run backgrounds on all of Alvin Perry’s visitors has helped streamline the process. They’re making terrific progress on all the people who’d written, called, or visited that animal. But there’s still a long way to go. It will never cease to amaze—and sicken—me just how many people find some sort of vicarious thrill in trying to buddy up to a serial killer like Alvin Perry. Maybe it’s because I see the brutality and violence these monsters inflict every single day, but I’ll never understand the fascination people have with them.

			Knowing that Alekto isn’t in the country and the sale hasn’t been made just yet allows me to take a breath. As a source, Fish is unimpeachable. If he tells me Alekto isn’t here yet, I feel like I can take that to the bank, and it puts a few minutes back on that doomsday clock that’s running in my head. More than that, it also confirms Anja’s story and lends her a bit of credibility. It makes me feel better about trusting her. 

			Having a little time to play with makes me feel a whole lot better, so I let Mo go to deal with a personal matter. Kit told me she was going to head back to the cabin to relieve Astra and check in with Anja. We’ve already debriefed her, but I just feel like there’s more the woman knows but maybe doesn’t feel comfortable sharing with me, so I sent my sister armed with some follow-up questions. We need to get every last bit of intel she’s got and ferret out those things she hasn’t told us about the conversation she overheard but doesn’t necessarily think are relevant. 

			So, with everybody else otherwise occupied, that left me with the newbie. So, I figured it was probably a good idea to get her a little experience in the field. When I pull into the lot outside of Genov’s charity front or whatever it actually is, I park then turn to her. 

			“Okay, you’re here to observe, Agent Boyle. I just want you to get a taste of what we’re doing here. I don’t want you trying to take a bite. Am I understood?” I ask. 

			“You got it. I’m here to observe,” she repeats. 

			“If I want you to jump in, I’ll cue you and you follow my lead.” 

			“Understood, Chief.” 

			I know I’m being pretty tough on Boyle and am pulling hard on the reins. It’s partly because I think she’s got what it takes to be a great agent, but it’s mostly because Astra was right about something she said to me. I recognize a lot of myself in Boyle and I know what a pain in the backside I was. I also know she needs to be reined in a bit to keep from getting ahead of herself and making stupid mistakes. If I can help it, I want to help her avoid some of the pitfalls I stumbled into blindly when I was young, dumb, and thought lone-wolfing it was a viable choice. 

			“All right, let’s go,” I say. 

			We get out of the car and head toward the front of the center. Housed in a squat, one-story building made of cinderblock painted a ghastly shade of beige, the place doesn’t have much in the way of curb appeal, or a welcoming vibe. A deep red sign hangs over the white, metal door announcing the Nagy Center in English and in what I assume is Hungarian just below it. Boyle pulls the door open and lets me go in before her. 

			The main room is large and square—and painted the same shade of beige as the exterior of the building. The paint is dull and faded, the laminate covering the floor is scuffed and worn. The place is clean, but it looks… aged. Nothing in the building looks like it’s been updated in the last thirty years. Even the computers, one in each of the twelve cubicles to our right, look like they were cutting edge twenty years ago, and they have the dust to prove it. None of the machines even appear to be on. I’m not even sure they’re working from what I can see. 

			“I don’t think those computers are even hooked up to anything,” Boyle says quietly.

			There are half a dozen tables with four chairs each in the middle of the floor. The flag of Hungary hangs on the far wall with an American flag hanging right next to it. There are also pictures and posters showing their native country as well as a large corkboard with flyers for citizenship tests, legal resources, and various other advertisements hanging next to the door we just came through. The large room is perfectly silent. No voices from anywhere in the building, not even the ringing of a phone anywhere. It’s like we stepped into a vacuum. 

			“What’s wrong with this picture?” I ask. 

			“There’s nobody here.” 

			“Bingo,” I say. 

			Boyle scowls. “But it looks like the sort of resource center immigrants would come to.”

			“It does,” I agree. “I mean, it’s a little shabby, but it’s got all the right accouterments. It’s a one-stop shop for legal and housing help, assistance with visas and citizenship…”

			 I glance around, continuing to scrutinize the place. “But… it also looks like stage dressing.” 

			To our left, there are three offices, two of them dark. The door to the third one opens and a matronly woman with a warm, tawny complexion, hair that’s more gray than black, and sharp, green eyes comes bustling out. When she sees us, she looks startled at first but quickly puts on a smile that looks well-rehearsed and doesn’t reach her eyes. 

			“Hello. Good afternoon,” she says, her voice colored with a faint accent. “And how may I help you?” 

			“Unit Chief Wilder and Agent Boyle. We’re with the FBI,” I reply as we both flash her our badges. “And you are?”

			“My name is Ilma Feher. I’m the administrator of the Nagy Center.” 

			“And what do you do as the administrator, Ms. Feher?” I ask. 

			“I help recent immigrants with legal services, housing, citizenship inquiries—anything they might need help with really,” she answers. 

			I look around pointedly. “Forgive me for saying so, but it doesn’t look like anybody is clamoring for your services.”

			“We have a great many people we assist, many of them off the premises. Now, may I ask what it is you want?” she asks. 

			“We wanted to talk to you about Nemet Genov,” I start. “We understand he founded this center. Is that correct?” 

			“Yes, that is correct. Mr. Genov cares deeply about his community, and he does quite a bit to help those who come here seeking a better life,” she says defensively. 

			“That’s what we’ve heard,” I say.

			“Because it is true.” 

			“We understand Mr. Genov donates quite a bit of money to the center,” I say.

			The woman folds her arms over her chest, an annoyed expression crossing her face. “He also donates quite a bit of his time. He’s very hands-on when it comes to ensuring the success of this center as well as the people who come through the doors.” 

			“Forgive me for saying so, but it doesn’t look like much of Mr. Genov’s money goes to making improvements around the place. I don’t mean to sound insensitive or anything, but this place looks kind of shabby, Ms. Feher,” Boyle comments. 

			I glare at Boyle, reminding her that she wasn’t to speak unless I cued her. She grimaces but flashes me an apologetic look and looks down at the ground, chastened.

			“It is expensive to get refugees settled and in new homes. It is also expensive to provide the legal services we do for as many people as we do,” Feher growls as she glares at Boyle. “The money Mr. Genov provides is better spent addressing those issues than it would be to make this place more aesthetically pleasing to you.” 

			Boyle raises her gaze to the woman, her eyes hard, any trace of chastisement long gone. The upward tilt of her chin in defiance is one I know all too well. Before I can cut her off though, Boyle offers Feher a look with all the warmth of a glacier. 

			“Some people say this center is a front for Mr. Genov’s illicit activities,” Boyle says. “What would you say to that?” 

			I turn to Boyle and am just about to lay into her when I see a moment of hesitation on Feher’s face. It’s not much, and it’s gone as quickly as it appeared, but I saw it. It’s not how I was going to broach the subject with Feher, preferring to be a little more delicate and circumspect about it rather than a blunt-force assault. It’s not anywhere close to how I would have done it, but Boyle got a reaction.

			Boyle glances at me knowing she stepped over the line after I made a point of telling her to hold her tongue. A couple of times. But we’re in it now, and all we can do is press forward. She’s looking for me to cue her, so I give Boyle a subtle nod, silently telling her to continue. 

			“I would say allegations like those are as false as they are slanderous,” Feher finally says. 

			“So, there’s no truth to the rumors about Mr. Genov running guns and drugs?” Boyle presses. “There’s no truth to the rumors that he’s importing girls—young girls—from Hungary and then selling them as sex slaves here?” 

			“Lies,” Feher says with disgust. “Nothing but malicious lies being spread by people who want to tear a good man down.” 

			“Ms. Feher,” I say. “Would you be willing to provide us with a list of the people the Nagy Center has provided assistance to?” 

			“Not without a warrant, no. But I suspected you already knew that was going to be my answer. So, you can take my lack of cooperation and transparency as a sign of my guilt if you wish, but I simply call that following the law,” she replies curtly. “As I’m sure you know, that is an unusual experience for people from my country. In many countries, actually. We are used to the police doing whatever they want and getting away with it. As you can imagine, seeing that the police have to obey the rules is a breath of fresh air for people like me.” 

			“So, you have something to hide, is what you’re saying,” Boyle says. 

			“If you wish to think so, that is your right.” 

			“And you know nothing about any of this?” 

			“I know nothing about any of that because it is not true,” she says. “Mr. Genov is a good, decent man. He would never do any of the things you mentioned. Never.” 

			“Do you know where we might find Mr. Genov now?” I ask. 

			“I do not,” she snaps. “Nor would I tell you if I did. Mr. Genov is a good man and I am tired of you police trying to tear him down!”

			There it is. It’s not much, but there’s a foothold. Have there been previous police visits here? An active investigation? I file that away to think about.

			“Please tell Mr. Genov we need to speak with him at his earliest convenience,” I say, handing her my card, and then turning to Boyle. “Let’s go.” 

			Boyle follows me out of the center and out to the parking lot in silence. I can practically feel her bracing herself as we approach the SUV, waiting for me to blow her up.

			“Chief Wilder, before you say anything, I want you to know I’m sorry for overstepping. I know you told me to follow your lead, but I thought I had an angle on her, so I jumped in,” she says quickly. 

			I frown and look at her in silence for a few, long seconds, letting her know with my eyes that I’m not pleased with her inability to follow my order, and she seems to deflate a little. 

			“Was I in any way unclear in what I wanted from you, Agent Boyle?” I ask. “Did you not understand me when I told you to keep your mouth shut and follow my lead?” 

			“No, ma’am.” 

			“You have good instincts. And you got the reaction I was hoping to see from Feher,” I tell her. “But I don’t take kindly to you disobeying my direct order.”

			“I just thought—” 

			“I think it’s nothing short of a miracle that you escaped Quantico with your spirit intact and I have no desire to beat that out of you. But believe me when I say that not everybody will appreciate that spirit the way that I do,” I tell her. “I believe you’ve got what it takes to be an excellent agent. But part of that is knowing when to keep your mouth shut and how to follow orders. I’ve been smacked down more times than I can count for overstepping—especially when I was fresh out of the academy. So… learn from my experience. Believe me. I want you to succeed. I want you to grow into your potential.” 

			Her expression is subdued and apologetic. “Thank you, Chief. And I promise I won’t overstep again. I’ll be better about following orders.” 

			I look at her for a long moment then nod. “Good. Now, get in the car, and let’s go.”
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Feher definitely knows more than she’s saying,” I say.

			“I didn’t get the sense that she is involved with what Genov is,” Boyle chimes in. “I just got the feeling that she’s loyal to Genov. Incredibly loyal. It just seemed to me like she was trying to protect him from whatever we were after without necessarily knowing what exactly that was.” 

			I glance at Astra, and she gives me a small shrug. It’s an interesting thought and one that isn’t without merit. 

			“It’s possible,” I admit. 

			“It’s a solid theory,” Astra says. 

			“It also jibes with what I’ve found,” Nina says. “They do actually handle a lot of legal, housing, and citizenship issues out of the center. I was able to sneak a peek at the public records that have been filed out of the Nagy Center and there’s at least some legit side to them.” 

			“That doesn’t mean the center isn’t also a front for other illicit activities,” I point out. 

			“That’s true, too,” Astra says. 

			“What if Genov is runnin’ a criminal empire out of the center, right under her nose, and she wouldn’t know a thing about it?” Boyle asks. 

			“It’s absolutely possible,” I say. “She might be tied up with the work she’s doing—the good work—and either genuinely doesn’t know or prefers not to know what sort of things Genov is getting up to. Never underestimate the power of willful ignorance. People often don’t know the things they don’t want to know.” 

			She frowns. “I don’t know. Don’t you think that’s a little cynical?”

			“Welcome to Team Wilder, kid. Nothing gold can stay,” Astra cracks.

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			Boyle and Astra share a laugh as I pace back and forth at the front of the room, letting my mind spin. We’ve got bits and pieces of a larger story but nothing I can weave together to form one coherent picture. Not yet. 

			“I think it’s probably likely that Genov is using the center as a front but is also keeping her in the dark about what he’s doing. She’s the public face of the Nagy Center, so he needs her to be clean and above reproach.” 

			“So, how are we going to crack the code?” Astra asks. “Who’s going to be able to give us a look behind the curtain?” 

			“Rick, Nina, do me a favor and see if you can find out who’s keeping the books for the Nagy Center,” I say. “If anybody is going to know how Genov’s money is being moved around, it’s going to be the bookkeeper.” 

			“That’s a pretty brilliant idea,” Astra says.

			“That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” I reply. “Have you heard from Kit or Mo?” 

			“Yeah, Kit’s on her way back up to sit with Anja for a while,” Astra replies. “Mo texted me about an hour ago and should be back fairly soon.”

			“Okay, good,” I say. “How are things going on the Eurus front? Is Brody able to help you chip away at the list?” 

			“He’s all right,” Rick says. “I guess he’s helping. A little bit anyway.” 

			Nina rolls her eyes. “Boys are so silly.”

			Brody is to my good friend Paxton what Rick and Nina are to me. They’re all incredibly talented when it comes to all things digital and operate on levels I can’t even begin to comprehend. Frankly, I consider myself a success if I can get my laptop to boot up without a thousand irritating pop-ups. But Rick and Brody have developed something of a rivalry between them with each trying to outdo the other with their electronic wizardry—something Brody actively encourages by tweaking Rick whenever he gets the chance. 

			Nina is thankful for the extra hands, but Rick doesn’t like people—especially Brody, who’s as good as he is—playing in his perceived sandbox. He’d rather work round the clock for a week straight, eventually dropping dead of exhaustion, before admitting he needed Brody’s help.

			“Things are going faster, but it’s still pretty time-consuming,” Nina admits. “We do have a couple of potentials, however, that might be worth checking out.”

			“That’s a good start,” I say, then turn to Boyle. “When Mo gets back, I want the two of you to go talk to some of these potentials. Get a feel for them.” 

			Boyle smiles and I see a glimmer of excitement in her eyes at being tasked with what is a pretty important job. Certainly more important than anything I’ve asked her to do thus far. 

			“I won’t let you down, Chief,” she says. 

			“I know you won’t,” I reply. “Trust your instincts out there but make sure you let Mo take the lead and follow her cues. Don’t overstep. I mean it.”

			“I won’t. I promise,” she says. 

			That done, I take a moment to consider what our next steps are. I’m usually good at compartmentalizing everything. It’s one of my strengths. Right now, though, it feels like I’ve got too many irons in the fire, and I’m being stretched in too many different directions. It’s leaving me feeling distracted. Unfocused. Borderline unhinged. And grumpier than usual. 

			“What’s going on in that noodle of yours, Blake?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m looking at the deck and it seems like everything is stacked against us right now.”

			“So, do we have a plan other than sitting here feeling sorry for ourselves?” Astra asks with a sly grin on her face. 

			“Strategic wallowing is a criminally underappreciated skill,” I say, then a thought occurs to me. “But I was just thinking we’ve got one thing working in our favor.” 

			“What’s that?” she asks. 

			“I just remembered that Fish told me Alekto was most likely going to hold an auction for the dirty bomb,” I tell them. “He said she likely wouldn’t just sell it direct to one person in order to inflate the price.” 

			“That makes sense. I’ve got to believe she’d want to maximize profit,” Astra says. “But if that’s the case, where does Genov fit in? Is he a buyer or something else?” 

			“It’s a good question. And one I don’t have an answer to right now. Given his background, and the fact that he’s not a very big fan of US foreign policy, I’m not ready to rule him out as a bidder. He’s got the motive to want to hurt us,” I say. “But maybe he’s a broker Alekto is using? Maybe he’s hosting the auction. Maybe he’s all of the above. I don’t know but we’re going to need to dig in deep and find that answer.”

			“And how are we going to do that?” Nina asks. 

			“We need to find out where and when this auction is going off,” I say. “We also need to find out everything we can about the players. What can you guys tell me about Alekto herself?” 

			“Not much at all,” Rick says. “She really is a ghost.” 

			Nina raises her hand “I checked in with somebody I know at Interpol—” 

			“What a name dropper,” Rick teases. 

			Nina gives him the finger but doesn’t miss a beat. “She told me they’ve got next to nothing. No photographs, no definitive country of origin—she did say they once had somebody in custody who was willing to flip on Alekto, but that person wound up dead long before they could get them in for an official statement.”

			“So, she’s got a long reach, a lot of pull, and can solve problems before they touch her,” I note. “It’s not much but it’s something, I suppose.”

			Astra starts flipping through one of the notebooks Kit brought in for us to look at. It’s part of the case file she and her partner had been building for as long as they’d been on Alekto’s trail. The notes are extensive and detailed, but it’s all anecdotal. As with everything else about this woman, there is nothing substantive or actionable within those pages. 

			“Kit and her partner seemed convinced Alekto is Eastern European,” Astra says. “He seemed to be of the opinion that she was probably Belarusian.” 

			“We have nothing to support that though. Nobody anywhere in the world can seem to agree on anything about this woman,” I reply. 

			“No, but it might be a place to start,” she says. 

			“Yeah. Maybe so. It’s not a bad thought,” I reply. “Rick, do me a favor and start flagging passports coming into the US from Eastern European countries. Start searching the results from a week ago then work forward. And filter it out to passports belonging to women only. Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

			“On it,” he says and sets to work. 

			“I thought Fish said she wouldn’t be coming in for a few days,” Astra notes. 

			“He did. And he’s probably right. But just in case something changed, and he didn’t catch wind of it, I don’t think it hurts to check. Now we just need to figure out how to get a lead on this auction,” I muse. “Astra, let’s squeeze our contacts and see if we can come up with anything. Fish has some feelers out but hasn’t gotten any bites so far.”

			“I’ve got a few people who might be willing to talk to us,” Astra says. “Whether they know anything useful is questionable.” 

			“We won’t know until we talk to them,” I state with a shrug. “Boyle, while you’re waiting for Mo to get back, I want you to talk to Jonas Hobbs up in Organized Crime. Tell him I sent you. It’s possible somebody on his team might know of an arms auction that’s coming up.”

			“What are we going to do about Bree Cooper?” Astra asks. 

			Eurus’ text message flashes through my mind again. We’ve got three days to figure out who he is until he drops another body. 

			“Boyle, when Mo gets back and before you guys start running down Perry’s visitors, I want you two to go and talk to everybody in Bree Cooper’s life. Find out if they saw her with anybody new, if they suspect anybody of taking her,” I tell her. 

			“No sweat,” Boyle says. 

			“Rick and Nina, I know you’ve got a lot on your plates already, but—”

			“We’ll start tracking her electronic movements in the couple of days before she went missing. On it,” Nina answers for me. 

			I give her a thumbs up. “You’re amazing.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” she chirps with a wide grin on her face. 

			Rick rolls his eyes. “Keep feeding her ego and it’s not going to fit in the bullpen anymore.”

			“Wow. Between Brody and Nina, you must really be feeling insecure, huh?” Astra teases. “That’d be sad if I didn’t find it so amusing.” 

			My cell phone rings, and I pull it out of my pocket as Rick and Astra trade barbs. I connect the call and put the phone to my ear. 

			“What’s up, Kit?” 

			I listen for a moment, my eyes growing wide and a hollow feeling forming in the pit of my stomach. I disconnect the call and turn to Astra.

			“We need to go. Something’s happened.”
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			Keaton Cabin, Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Park; King County, WA

			The haze of smoke is in the air around us as we bounce down the pitted and rutted road that leads from the highway to the cabin. The trees press close on either side of the narrow, dimly lit lane, adding to the horror movie feel.

			“This isn’t good,” Astra mutters worriedly. 

			“You think?” 

			When we emerge into the clearing where the cabin sits, my heart drops into my stomach. It looks like something out of a war zone. The walls of the cabin are pockmarked with bullet holes and the windows are chipped and spiderwebbed—though they look like they held up against the assault, which is more than can be said for the rest of the cabin. Thick, dark smoke drifts through the holes in the roof and out of the shattered remnants of the front door. 

			“Jesus,” I gasp as I park the SUV and we jump out. “Kit! Kit!” 

			“Over here.” 

			Astra and I pull out our weapons as we turn around to find my sister kneeling on the ground, the bullet-riddled body of Anja stretched out in front of her. Anja’s head is in her lap and Kit is stroking the dead woman’s bloody, matted hair. Tears race down my sister’s face, cutting through the dark, sooty smudges on her cheeks, leaving clean streaks in their wake. 

			“We failed her,” Kit whispers. “I failed her.” 

			“What in the hell happened?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I don’t know. This is what I found when I got here.”

			My weapon still at the ready, I walk around the grounds. The sun overhead glitters off hundreds of spent shell casings making the small clearing look like it was paved with brass. Near the short staircase that leads to the porch, two bodies—Fish’s men—are sprawled in the dirt, their bodies ravaged by bullets. I climb the stairs slowly and find the bodies of two more men dressed in tactical gear and bulletproof vests lying in pools of blood spilling from the ragged exit wounds in the back of their heads. Those two don’t belong to Fish. 

			With Astra on my hip, I step through the jagged hole where the front door used to be. Char marks radiate outward from the hole and acrid smoke still lingers in the air—they used powerful explosives to breach the cabin. Fish’s other two men lay on their backs, eyes wide and unseeing, their bodies pierced by the lethal shards of shrapnel that had filled the air once the attackers blew the door inward. 

			“Who in the hell are these guys?” Astra asks, her tone a hushed whisper. 

			“And how did they find where we’d stashed Anja?” 

			“Yeah, no clue.” 

			Moving swiftly, we clear the rest of the house, making sure there isn’t anybody hiding in a corner, ready to pop out and shoot us in the back of the head. As I step back into the front room, I look through the window and see Kit still sitting with Anja’s body, the expression of grief on her face painful for even me to see. Astra and I sift through the wreckage left behind by the kill squad, searching for answers to our questions. It doesn’t take me long to find it. Pulling a black nitrile glove from one pocket and a plastic evidence bag from the other, I squat down and pull the shattered remnants of a cell phone from beneath a pile of debris and hold it up for Astra to see. 

			“I’m going to go out on a limb and say whoever she called on that phone is the same person who sent a hit squad up here,” Astra says. 

			“I’d venture to guess you are correct. And if I had to make a guess, I’d be willing to wager Nemet Genov is the last person who spoke to Anja,” I say. “We need to get this to the techs to see if they can salvage it.” 

			“I think it’s going to take a miracle.” 

			“I think we’re due for one.” 

			“We’re overdue,” Astra says. 

			With nothing else of value to find, Astra and I head back out to where Kit is still sitting with Anja’s head in her lap. The tears haven’t abated since we got here. It kills me to see my sister in this much pain. There’s nothing to be done for Anja though… except to find the person responsible for this massacre. 

			“Kit, we need to call this in,” I say. “You’ve got to let her go.” 

			My sister raises her eyes to me, and I can see the fury burning in them. Her lips are curled back in a sneer and her jaw is clenched so tight, she could probably bite through steel. 

			“This was Alekto,” she says, her voice low and tight. “It had to be.” 

			“We don’t know that for sure,” I say and hold up the evidence bag. “But we know she smuggled a phone into the cabin. Whoever she called is probably the one who sent a kill squad. We need to get back to the FO and get the techs working on this.” 

			Kit blinks and shakes her head, an expression of confusion on her face as she looks at the bag in my hand. 

			“That can’t be hers. There’s no way she would have brought a phone to a safe house,” Kit says. “Anja was smarter than that. She was a survivor.” 

			Astra and I exchange glances. Kit’s not in any position to hear anything objectively right now. She’s simply in too much pain. 

			“Astra, will you call this in?” I ask. “Have them roll forensics teams and also get the ME’s office out here to collect the bodies.” 

			“On it,” Astra says as she steps away. 

			I take a knee next to my sister and put a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. She doesn’t look up. Instead, her gaze is still focused on the wide, sightless eyes of the woman lying dead in the dirt in front of her. There are at least a dozen wounds on Anja’s body that I can see. But there are probably more hidden beneath the woman’s ragged, torn clothing that’s soaked through with blood. The assassins made sure to do their job thoroughly. 

			“You’re going to have to let her go,” I say. 

			Kit ignores me and strokes the woman’s hair instead. It’s more than clear to see that my sister feels like she’s lost more than just an informant. She’s lost a friend. A kindred spirit that she loved. That’s my sister in a nutshell though. She loves hard. And when she gives her heart to somebody—something she doesn’t do often—she gives all of it. My own heart hurts for her right now but I have no idea how to console her. For Kit, this is so much more and deeper than the pain of loss. In some ways, Anja knew my sister better than I did. Their common history and shared trauma made her relate to Kit in ways I’ll never be able to. 

			“This shouldn’t have happened,” Kit says. “This isn’t how she was supposed to die. It’s not fair, Blake. It’s just wrong. She was a good person. Yeah, she had her issues and her demons, but given what she’s endured in her life, who wouldn’t? She had a good heart.”

			Life isn’t fair and lots of things that are wrong happen anyway. Good people end up on the wrong side of a blade or a bullet every single day. It’s just the way of the world we live in. It’s maddening and heartbreaking but having a good heart doesn’t exempt anybody from dying in a horribly unfair way. Kit doesn’t want to hear that right now though. She can’t. And I don’t want to be the sort of jerk who tries to make her hear me anyway. She doesn’t need a harsh realist right now. She needs her big sister. 

			“I’m sorry, Kit. I… I honestly don’t know what to say right now,” I tell her honestly. “But I hate seeing you in this kind of pain. And I just want you to know that I’m here for you. If you want to talk—anything. Just know that I’m here. Always.” 

			Without looking up, Kit takes my hand and squeezes it. “I know you are. Thanks, Blake.”

			“The crime scene techs and local law enforcement should be here in just a bit,” Astra announces, pocketing her phone as she steps over to us. 

			“Good,” I say. 

			“Ayad’s going to hear about this. And I have a feeling he’s not going to be happy to learn we stashed an informant,” she states. “What are we going to tell him?” 

			“Not sure yet. But I’ll figure something out,” I reply.

			“Just put it on me,” Kit says. “It’s not like he can fire me.”

			“No, but he can stir up a lot of trouble at the Agency for you,” I tell her. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. It’ll be fine.” 

			“You sure about that?” Kit asks, finally looking up at me.

			“Ninety percent sure.” 

			We share a small laugh and Kit leans into me as I wrap my arms around my sister and pull her tight, feeling her body tremble and shake as she silently weeps. Ayad’s not going to be happy about this. That much is true. But with the phone, I feel like we’ve got our first tangible lead to follow since this whole thing started. I’m positive that whoever was on the other end of that call ordered the hit on Anja. And I’m just as positive that person is going to turn out to be Nemet Genov. 
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			Office of SAC Bomani Ayad, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“What in the hell were you thinking, Wilder?” Ayad growls. “What in the hell possessed you to stash a material witness in an unsecured location and not put that on paper?” 

			“Because, sir, at the time we stashed the witness, we had no credible corroboration of her claims,” I tell him. “And at the moment we still don’t. We’ve got leads to follow now, but we don’t have anything tangible. Until we do, there seemed to be no reason to put her on paper. There didn’t seem to be a reason to burn Bureau resources until we have something solid, sir.” 

			Ayad lets out a snort of disgust and throws his hands in the air, the expression on his face matching the note of frustration in his voice. I stand behind the pair of chairs in front of his desk—he’s so pissed at me, he’s going to leave me standing during this reading of the riot act. And the worst part is, I kind of deserve it.

			Ayad is seated on the other side of it, glaring at me. “You promised to keep me in the loop, Blake.” 

			“And I have… when we’ve had something to report,” I tell him. “I’m being one hundred percent transparent when I tell you we have absolutely nothing to go on just yet. Nothing solid. I didn’t want to bother you with theories and half-baked ideas. I only wanted to involve you when we had something solid to pursue, sir.” 

			“But now we’ve got a dead witness—” 

			“And because she’s not on paper, the Bureau isn’t going to suffer any blowback,” I say. “The Bureau is blameless in this.” 

			“The Bureau is never blameless in the eyes of some.” 

			“She wasn’t on paper. She wasn’t officially a Bureau witness, sir. We were hiding her because if her tip had panned out, we were going to be dealing with some very dangerous people,” I say. “And as it turned out, she may well have been right.” 

			“Apparently,” he replies dryly. “How did they find her?” 

			“I’m waiting for confirmation from the techs, but it appears that she smuggled a cell phone in and made a call. It’s the only way I can see that happening,” I reply. “And once the techs are able to pull the call log from the phone, we’ll have the confirmation we need.”

			“Who are we looking at?” 

			“I believe we’re looking at Nemet Genov, sir,” I tell him. “She claimed to have overheard him and another man discussing plans to buy a dirty bomb from Alekto. It’s why she went on the run in the first place. She was terrified of him.” 

			“Then why would she call him?” 

			I shake my head. “Unclear, sir. She didn’t like the idea of us stashing her in the first place and thought they would find her no matter what,” I explain. “So, the only thing I can think of is that she was so terrified, she thought she could bargain for her life.”

			“Nemet Genov,” he muses. “She must have gotten that wrong… right? He’s a philanthropist in the city. Does a lot for his community, correct?” 

			“One and the same. But we’ve uncovered some information that he may be using one of his charities as a front for a number of illicit activities. We’re still working to untangle the web of shell companies. Suffice it to say, Genov is not the pillar of the community he portrays himself to be. He’s got his fingers in some dirty pies,” I tell him. “So, yes, he very well may be looking to buy a dirty bomb. Either that or he’s helping to establish the auction where it will be sold. I’m almost certain that one way or another, he’s involved with this sale.”

			“Do you have anything to corroborate that?” he asks. 

			“Not yet. But we’re working on that,” I reply. “If the techs pull his number from the phone we found at the cabin where Anja was killed, that’s a big step in the right direction.”

			“A phone call is proof of nothing, least of all that he had her killed,” he counters. 

			“No. But it will be enough for us to rattle his cage,” I reply. “You never know what we’re going to be able to shake out of him.” 

			“Fair enough,” he says. “But tell me, are you any closer to verifying whether this Alekto is even a real person or not?” 

			“She’s real, sir,” I reply. “A source I trust with my life confirmed her existence for me.”

			“So, your verification is the word of a source?”

			“It is,” I say. “My source is unimpeachable. They’ve provided me with intel for years now and it has never been false. They’re plugged in, so if they say Alekto is real, then Alekto is real, sir. Also, my source is the one who tipped me off about the auction. I also have to believe the simple fact they went to such lengths to eliminate the leak lends credence to all of this.” 

			Ayad frowns and seems to be thinking for a moment before he finally nods. “That’s fair,” he says. “Do you have the details on this auction?” 

			“Not yet, but we’re working on it.” 

			“Okay, let’s play that out then,” he says as he leans forward and folds his hands atop his desk. “Now, how is Agent Boyle working out?” 

			“She’s… everything you said she’d be.” 

			“That’s a diplomatic answer,” he says wryly. “Don’t equivocate, Blake. It’s unbecoming. Give me your honest, unvarnished opinion.” 

			“She’s smart. Intuitive. I think she’s got what it takes to be an excellent field agent,” I answer honestly. “But she’s a little raw. She has trouble following orders and likes to do things her own way. If she learns to control those impulses, I think she’ll be fine. Better than fine. But will she learn to control them? The jury is still out.” 

			He gives me a wry grin. “It’s like looking in a mirror, isn’t it?” 

			I groan in acknowledgment. “You got me there. And I’ve told her we seem cut from the same cloth and to learn from my mistakes. To not take the path of most resistance that I traveled.” 

			“Will she listen?” 

			“I think she’ll learn to be a good team player… in time. She just needs to learn to curb those lone wolf impulses of hers,” I say. 

			“I put her with you because I knew you could relate to her,” he says. “And if there is one person who can teach her to curb those impulses and fulfill her potential, I believe it’s going to be you.” 

			“Thank you, sir. I’m doing my best.” 

			“And that brings me to the last thing I wanted to talk to you about,” he says. “I wanted to speak to you about lone wolfing it and following orders.” 

			And here comes the other shoe. I already know where this is going to go and frankly, I’m surprised it’s taken us this long to get here. 

			“Sir?” I say. 

			“I distinctly recall ordering you to stay away from Lucas’ case,” he begins. 

			“You did and we are,” I reply. “We’re investigating a string of murders, sir.” 

			He arches his eyebrows and gives me a skeptical look. “A string of murders that just so happen to have been committed by the same man who nearly beat your teammate to death? The same man who called you out by name in spray paint at the last crime scene?” 

			“Sir, I’m not investigating Lucas’ beating. I gave you my word and I’m holding to it,” I tell him. “We’re investigating the murders of Danny West, Cole Rafferty, and now Bree Cooper.”

			“It seems to me to be a difference without a distinction.”

			“It’s two separate crimes,” I tell him.

			A wry chuckle floats out of his mouth. “You’re walking the razor’s edge, aren’t you, Chief?” 

			“Perhaps,” I reply. “But I’ve left the investigation into Lucas’ assault alone—as you ordered me to. These murders are something else entirely.”

			His chair squeaks as he leans back, an amused smirk curling the corners of his lips upward. “Blake, you know what I meant by those orders.”

			“Sir, you saw it yourself. This man is calling me out by name,” I cut in. “Do you really expect me to sit back and let somebody else handle this for me? I don’t back down from a fight, sir. I never have and I never will.” 

			Ayad eyeballs me for a long moment and his expression softens. “Why does this man have it out for you? Who is he?” 

			“We know he’s connected somehow to Alvin Perry, but we’re still trying to determine who he is exactly,” I tell him. 

			“Alvin Perry? The serial killer?” 

			I nod. “One and the same.” 

			“Jesus,” he mutters. “You sure know how to make friends.” 

			“It’s a gift, sir,” I tell him. 

			He chuckles low and shakes his head. “What am I going to do with you, Chief Wilder? Technically speaking, you’re right. You’re not violating my order. But you and I both know that you’re stretching my orders to the breaking point. What should I do here?” 

			“Leave me on this case, sir. I understand you wanted to keep us safe by removing us from the action. But this man has no intention of letting us stand back and let somebody else take the lead,” I tell him. “He’s calling me out by name. And if I don’t play his game, he’s not only going to keep killing innocent people, he may come after my team again. He wants to be the center of my attention and he’s going to make this personal if I refuse him.” 

			Ayad sighs and looks down at his hands, a frown pulling his lips down. I can see the wheels turning in his mind as he contemplates the wisdom of letting me continue down this path versus the fallout if he pulls me off the case. He finally raises his gaze to mine. 

			“And you’re sure you can work both cases—the bomb and this killer?” he asks. 

			“We already are, sir. My team is flexible… and motivated,” I say. 

			“Can you catch this man, Blake? I want an honest answer.” 

			“We can,” I say without hesitation. “And we will.” 

			“All right,” he says. “Then catch him.” 

			“You have my word, sir.” 
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			Café Eszti, Little Moscow, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			“My God, it smells amazing in here,” Astra remarks quietly as we step through the doors. 

			The blend of herbs and spices that saturates the air around us is rich and bold and makes my stomach growl. It does smell amazing. If we weren’t here to rattle Nemet Genov’s cage, I would suggest having lunch.

			“Can we eat something before we get to business?” she suggests.

			I flash her a grin. “Don’t tempt me.”

			“Consider this to be me tempting you,” she says. “After we do what we’re about to do, I don’t think either of us will ever be allowed to set foot in here.” 

			“It won’t be that bad. I’ll be delicate.” 

			“Right. I heard a bull say that once before going into a China shop.” 

			A young woman approaches us with a warm smile on her face. She’s got the perfect olive-colored complexion and tight, perky body of a girl in her early twenties, which makes me slightly envious. She’s probably not at that stage of life just yet where simply smelling food seems to put weight on her frame. Her hair is a couple shades darker than Astra’s—which is damn near pitch black—but the same light, silver-blue eyes. 

			“She could be your sister,” I whisper. 

			“Maybe she is,” Astra whispers back. “My dad did travel a lot when I was younger.” 

			I’m trying to stifle my laugh as the girl stops in front of us. “Welcome to Café Eszti,” she says. “Two for lunch today, ladies?”

			“Actually, no,” I reply. “We’d like to speak with Mr. Genov.” 

			“Oh, I’m afraid he’s on a call in the back and asked to not be disturbed—” 

			A startled expression crosses the girl’s face when Astra and I flash her our badges. “It’s okay,” I say. “He’s going to want to talk to us.” 

			Without waiting for her to reply, I lead Astra through the rounded archway in the lobby and into the main dining room. Soft music plays from overhead speakers—a Bartok concerto, I believe. It could be Liszt. Though I enjoy listening to it, I’m not nearly as knowledgeable about classical music as I am about jazz. The décor in the dining room is simple, yet tasteful. Light wood wainscoting covers the bottom half of the walls while the top half is done in a dark mustard color accented with a rich, scarlet trim that matches the fabric of the chairs and booths. 

			Brass sconces are fixed to the walls and matching electric lanterns hang from the exposed beams overhead, bathing the room in a soft glow. Rounded archways lead to the bathrooms and the kitchen, and four large windows, all rounded like the doors, let the natural light slant in through blinds that match the wainscoting on the walls. Framed paintings, no doubt done by Hungarian artists, add a touch of elegance to the room. And above the doors to the kitchen, hangs the red, white, and green flag of Hungary with the unofficial coat of arms adorning the center. 

			Astra and I march through the kitchen and find our way to one of the offices in the back of the restaurant. I peek through the window and see Nemet Genov leaning back in his chair, his feet up on the desk, and a Bluetooth device in his ear as he’s speaking to somebody on the phone. Without knocking, I open the door and walk in. Astra comes in behind me and closes the door again, shutting out the noise and voices in the kitchen. Genov looks startled for a moment, but his expression quickly changes to one of amusement.

			Genov’s hair—and mustache—are every bit as thick, bushy, and black as the hostess. His eyes, too, are the same shade of silver-blue, which makes me think they’re related. His daughter perhaps. Even seated, I can see that he’s over six feet tall and though he’s got a little extra around the middle, Genov looks to still be in pretty good shape for a man his age.

			His office has the same wainscoting and mustard-colored walls as the rest of the restaurant. The bottom two shelves of the bookcase in the corner are filled with binders that are labeled with safety regulations, budgetary information, and other things that appear related to the business. The top two shelves are filled with knick-knacks and personal items. My eyes land on a baseball encased in glass that looks to have been signed by Ken Griffey Jr., back when he was a Mariner. Photos on the walls show Genov with a few celebrities and city dignitaries—a reminder to me of the man’s connections and his reach. 

			He remains seated as casually as when we walked in, feet up on the desk, that amused smirk still painting his face. He says something into his headset, still speaking to the other person on the line. I reach out and press the button on his phone that disconnects the call.

			“Well, that was quite rude,” he says, his voice deep, gruff, and his accent coloring his words. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say as we badge him. 

			“Well, that was quite rude, Agents Wilder and Russo,” he says with a grin. “But how may I help the FBI?” 

			“Anja Kaliyev,” I say. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “Who is this?” 

			Genov puts on a look of consternation but in his eyes, I see something different. There’s a twinkle of what looks like amusement to me. It’s as if he knows he’s got a secret and is delighting in being able to hold it over our heads.

			“You know who she is,” Astra says. “Or rather, who she was.” 

			“You see, Mr. Genov, Anja Kaliyev shared some very interesting information about you with us,” I say. “But then, she was murdered. Gunned down by a kill squad we believe you ordered.” 

			His chuckle is soft and low. “Agents, I am but a restauranteur. A philanthropist,” he says. “I do good for my community. I certainly have no kill squads, as you call them, at my disposal.” 

			“You forgot to mention that you’re also a flesh peddler, Mr. Genov,” Astra says. “We found out about the strip clubs you own.” 

			His expression tightens and he purses his lips. “I do not know what you’re talking about.” 

			Astra narrows her eyes as she glares at him. “And I bet, if we look real close at your clubs, we’re going to find a host of illegal activities,” she says. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we found evidence of drug sales, prostitution…”

			Astra’s voice trails off and she lets her words hang in the air between the three of us. Outwardly, Genov looks to be completely unruffled and unaffected by anything Astra just said. The man is smooth and knows how to keep his composure. I’ll give him that. Unfortunately for Genov, I’m pretty good at reading microexpressions and body language. He knows exactly who we’re talking about, and there is no longer a single question in my mind that he orchestrated Anja’s murder. 

			“Please, Agents,” he says. “I do not know what you are talking about. All my businesses are legitimate. I do not condone illegal activities.” 

			“If you have nothing to hide, why have you hidden your strip clubs behind layer after layer of shell companies?” Astra asks. 

			He runs a hand through his hair and offers us a shaky smile. “I built those clubs many years ago. Long before I became known for all the charity work I do in my community. Unfortunately, they make me a lot of money. Those clubs allow me to continue doing the good works I do for my people here and back home in Hungary,” he says. 

			“That doesn’t answer my question,” Astra presses. 

			“I have a reputation to protect, Agents. You can understand this, yes?” he says. “People in this community have certain expectations of me. It would not be so good for me if they heard of my… other investments. Surely, you understand this.” 

			“Sure, that’s understandable,” Astra says. “Though, it’s still a little dishonest.” 

			“We all have different faces for different audiences, Agent Russo,” he says. “Surely, you are not the same at home as you are when you stand here in front of somebody like me, whom you suspect of doing… whatever it is you suspect me of doing.” 

			Astra shrugs. “Fair point, I suppose.” 

			“Getting back to the reason we’re here,” I say. “Are you telling us you don’t know Anja Kalieyv? That you have no idea who she is?” 

			He shakes his head. “I am sorry, I do not. But if she is in need of help, then—” 

			“That’s very strange, Mr. Genov,” I interrupt. “If you don’t know who she is, why did you spend seven minutes and twelve seconds on the phone with her?” 

			His frown deepens and he puts on a look of confusion. He spreads his hands out in front of him and shakes his head, trying to portray the innocent, wrongfully accused, and misunderstood man. It’s nothing more than an act though and I can see right through it.

			“I do not know what you’re talking about,” he says. “I do not recall ever speaking with somebody named Anja Kaliyev.” 

			I pull out my phone and bring up the screenshot I took of the call log from Anja’s phone, then turn it around and let him see. 

			“See, that’s odd to me. Our techs pulled your number off the phone that was found at the scene of Anja’s murder. It was quite the pitched fight out there. More than three hundred shell casings were found. Explosives were used and six men were killed—two of them were of Eastern European descent,” I tell him. “But right there, you can see the call to your number that lasted the seven minutes and twelve seconds I mentioned.” 

			He makes a show of looking at my phone then nods. “Ahh, yes. That is my business line. Most of my staff and assistants have access to this phone, Agents. With all my endeavors, we get many calls from many people asking for a plethora of things, as you can imagine,” he tells us. “I will ask my staff if any of them recall speaking with this Anja person. If I learn anything, I will, of course, let you know right away.” 

			“And the two Eastern European men found at the cabin,” Astra repeats insistently. “I suppose if we look hard enough, we’re not going to find they connect back to you in any way?” 

			He shrugs. “Other than being Eastern European, I would hope not,” he says. “As I said, I may have business ventures I would prefer nobody knew about, but I am not a man with a private army at my disposal. If you do find the identities of these two men, please let me know. I would like to help the families in what I am sure is a most distressing time.” 

			“You seem to have an answer for everything, Mr. Genov.”

			“I am only being honest,” he says. “Now, if there’s nothing else, Agents, I do need to finish the phone call I was on when you came in.” 

			I stare at him for a long moment, and though he’s doing his best to put an expression of innocence on his face, I can’t help but see the glint of defiance in his eyes. He knows we have nothing substantive on him. He knows this is a fishing expedition. And he’s challenging us to prove that he had Anja killed. 

			“Oh, one last question,” I say. “What is your relationship to Alekto? Are you an equal partner or just an errand boy?” 

			His eyes flash dangerously, and his smile turns predatory. He quickly gets control of himself though and puts on that friendly face he uses with the public. 

			“I am sorry. I do not know who this person is either,” he claims. “The Hungarian community is larger than you think, and we don’t actually all know each other.” 

			He stares at me, daring me to challenge him. Daring me to call him a liar. Yet all the while, he’s wearing a mask of good-natured geniality. He’s playing the role of the local businessman and ambassador of goodwill for the entire Hungarian community—a role he’s played for a very long time. So long that it’s what people truly believe he is. But I’ve gotten a peek behind that mask and know it’s all just a sham. I know who and what Nemet Genov is now.

			“Okay. My mistake,” I say. “We’ll be in touch, Mr. Genov.”  

			“Please, call me Nemet,” he replies. “And have the kitchen make you something on your way out, Agents. I recommend the goulash or the chicken paprikash—both my grandmother’s recipes. They are absolutely exquisite. Please, on the house. You will love it.” 

			Astra and I walk out of Genov’s office, closing the door as we go, and I can practically hear him laughing at us. We got what we needed though. Although I don’t yet know the exact nature of the relationships, I am one hundred percent certain that Nemet Genov is involved with Anja’s murder as well as with Alekto and the forthcoming auction. Now, we just need to find some tangible evidence to prove that. 

			I’m almost to the door when I realize Astra isn’t with me. I turn around and see her talking to the chef who is boxing up some food. 

			“What are you doing?” I ask.

			She shrugs and smiles at me. “Hey, Genov said to grab some goulash and chicken paprikash,” she says. “I’m just availing myself of his generosity.” 

			Although my stomach is rumbling and I would love nothing more than to try the food, I refuse to take a single thing from that man. Instead, I roll my eyes and mutter to myself as I turn and storm out of the kitchen.
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			The Emerald Lounge, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			The smooth saxophone of Buster Bailey plays softly from the overhead speakers as I stare down into my glass of scotch. Neither Astra nor Kit have uttered a word since we sat down. Kit is still grieving but seems to be growing angrier by the minute. Astra just doesn’t seem to have much to say. We’ve spent most of the last day trying to make the connections between Genov and Alekto, and also between Genov and Anja’s murder, and have come up empty at every turn. 

			After striking out everywhere, I thought we might need to reset and come back to it with fresh eyes and a fresh mind. I’ve been working my team like dogs, and I feel like they all needed to unplug. At least for a night. For me, that means having a drink and listening to some music. I’d planned to do that at home, but Kit and Astra harangued me into coming out and having a drink with them. To entice me, they even agreed to come to my favorite place to unwind. 

			The Emerald is an institution among jazz lovers in Seattle. Aside from the live performances on Saturday nights, it’s a place you can come for a drink and a quiet conversation. There are no drunken frat boys or shouting over loud music to be heard here. The place is usually pretty quiet and you can speak in a normal tone of voice to one another. It’s a refreshing change of pace, plus the music is always amazing. 

			Done up in light, polished oak, red brick, brass fixtures, and deep green fabric on the chairs and booths, the Emerald has a speakeasy vibe. It’s comfortable. For me, it feels like a home away from home. Given that it’s walking distance from the field office, I come here fairly regularly just to unwind after a tough day. Today would qualify as that and tomorrow isn’t looking much more promising. 

			“Eurus is going to drop another body tomorrow,” I say. 

			“Mo and Boyle have quite a few more people to interview,” Astra says. “He’s in that communication, like you said, and they’re going to find him.” 

			“Yeah, but how many more bodies will he drop until we do?” I say through gritted teeth. “There has to be a way to get ahead of this guy. I’m sick and tired of playing defense.”

			“So, how do we go on offense?” Astra asks. 

			I shake my head miserably. “I have no idea. That’s the thing I hate the most about all this,” I say. “We have no idea who this guy is or how to even find him. He wants us to play his game but we don’t even know the damn rules.” 

			“And he hasn’t given you any other clue as to who he is?” Kit asks.

			“Not a one.”

			“That means he has to be somewhere in the correspondence, like you said,” Kit says. “He’s not going to demand you play his game then not give you the chance to find him. You said he wanted to grab your attention. That he wanted to lead you to him so he can make you pay for… whatever it is he wants you to pay for. Right?”

			“Yeah,” I say. 

			“Then he’s not going to make it so you can’t find him. He’s in Alvin Perry’s correspondence,” she says. “It’s just a matter of finding him.” 

			I sit back in the booth, close my eyes, and tip my head back. The music washes over me as I try to clear my mind. Between trying to chase down Alekto and Eurus at the same time, I think I may have bitten off more than I can chew at one time. But what choice did I have? 

			“Okay, look, it’s horrible to be saying this, but we don’t have much of a choice. A body is going to drop tomorrow. There’s nothing we can do to stop that now. That gives us three days to try and get ahead of him,” Astra says. “Have Mo and Boyle continue interviewing the names on the list. That’s really all we can do. But if we let ourselves get bogged down in the guilt, we’re buying into his game. We’re letting him win.”

			“She’s right,” Kit says. “He wants to be in your head. He wants you to be so overcome with guilt that when we do find him, you’re going to be distracted. He needs you to be distracted. And if you are, if you let him have that, and let him live inside your head, he’s going to win. And by win, I mean he’s going to kill you.” 

			I let out a bitter, soundless laugh. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, guys.”

			“Which is why we can’t let him make you feel guilty,” Astra says. “That’s not your guilt to carry. You’re not the one doing the killing. You’re trying to stop the monster who is.” 

			“And unfortunately, that deck has been stacked against you from the start. It always is when you’re chasing a killer. They start ten steps ahead and all you can do is try to catch up. This is no different than any other killer you’ve chased throughout your career,” Kit adds. 

			“It feels different,” I say. “This one feels more personal.” 

			“Because that’s what he wants you to feel,” Astra says. “When did you start letting these guys get under your skin this bad?” 

			“When was the last time one of these guys attacked and nearly killed a teammate and then called to taunt me about it?” I retort. “When was the last time one of these guys called me out by name and threatened everybody I love?” 

			“Blake, what happened to Lucas isn’t your fault any more than what happened to Anja is mine,” Kit says softly. “You’re the one who spent last night telling me it’s not my fault. Genov is the one responsible for this. If that’s true for me, then it’s true for you. Eurus is responsible for what happened to Lucas. Not you.” 

			“I’ve never seen you this disoriented and out of sorts on a case before,” Astra says. “Maybe Ayad is right, and you should bench yourself for a bit. Let us pick it up and run with it until you’re able to get your head on right.” 

			I give her an inscrutable look. “Bench myself? Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” 

			“Blake—” 

			“I appreciate your concern, Astra. But I’m not taking myself out of the game. Not when there is this much at stake.” 

			I drain the last of my scotch then signal for another as their words rattle around inside my head. The blunt assessments from Kit and Astra strike a chord deep inside of me. It’s the kick to the head I think I needed. They’re right. I’ve let myself get so bogged down in the guilt over what happened to Lucas as well as innocent people dying because I can’t get ahead of Eurus that I’ve paralyzed myself. I’ve paralyzed my team. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve been so distracted and consumed by Eurus that I’ve let it impact the hunt for Alekto. 

			The waitress comes by and drops off a fresh round for all of us and carries away the empties. I take a small sip of my scotch as my mind continues to spin. The amber liquid leaves a dull burn as it slides down my throat, splashes into my belly, and imbues me with a pleasant warmth from within. It settles my nerves. 

			“Okay. You’re right. Both of you. I needed somebody to slap me with some cold reality, so thank you for that,” I say. “Astra, we’ll do what you say and put Mo and Boyle on Eurus rather than having them split time. That leaves the three of us on Alekto.” 

			“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Kit asks. 

			“We need to get creative. Need to squeeze our contacts even harder,” I say. “Somebody out there knows something about Alekto and this auction. We need to find them. Or barring that, we need to find somebody who knows, catch them dirty, then flip them.”  

			“What do you think we’ve been trying for years?” Kit asks. “Alekto has been a ghost for twenty years. Maybe more. And she hasn’t managed to stay off everybody’s radar by having chatty people around her.” 

			“Then we find somebody who’s not in her circle,” I say. “Somebody who might have a looser tongue if they’re looking at charges. Self-preservation is a powerful thing.” 

			“Got any ideas who might be more inclined to look out for number one?” Kit asks.

			I look off, racking my brain, trying to think of somebody who might be in the know that I’ve got access to. Somebody who owes me. I grimace, my frustration starting to boil over as nothing comes to me right away. 

			“I need to call it a night,” I say. “I need to do some thinking here.” 

			“Try to get some rest, okay?” Astra says. 

			“I will.” 

			“Oh, and hey, Blake,” Astra says. “Am I seeing things or are there two Chinese men in nice suits and sunglasses—even at night—quietly following me around wherever I go?” 

			“I’m sure it’s a figment of your imagination,” I reply.

			“Uh-huh,” she says. 

			“Look, with Eurus running amok out there, I figured it wasn’t going to hurt if we all had a little backup shadowing us,” I say. “Be pissed at me if you want, but I’m not going to let what happened to Lucas happen to any of the rest of you.” 

			Astra looks at me for a long moment then smiles. “I’m not going to bust your butt about it,” she says. “I appreciate you having our backs. And I’m sure Benjamin would, too.” 

			“Good,” I say, feeling relieved she isn’t pissed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

			I finish my drink as Astra heads out. Kit is looking at me strangely with a smirk flickering across her lips. 

			“What?” 

			“I know that look,” she says. “We’re going back to the shop, aren’t we?” 

			I nod. “It’s going to be a long night, my dear sister.”   
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“So much for you getting some rest last night. You look like hot garbage,” Astra says. 

			“So sweet of you to say so,” I say. “I grabbed a couple of hours on the couch in my office.” 

			“And I grabbed a few on the couch out here,” Kit chimes in.

			“Good thing I brought coffee,” Astra says. 

			She sets the tray with three tall cups of coffee down on the table in front of us. Kit and I, both bleary-eyed and disheveled, grab for them immediately.

			“Bless you,” I say. 

			“You’re doing the Lord’s work, Russo,” Kit adds. 

			“I always do,” she replies. 

			As we sip our coffee in silence, Astra walks over to the whiteboard we’ve set up. I’ve always been more of a visual learner, so having all the players—at least, the players we know of—right in front of me to see is helpful. 

			“What is all this?” Astra asks. 

			“Visuals,” I reply. “Hal Womack over in OC was still here last night and passed on some really interesting information—namely that OC has been very quietly investigating Nemet Genov for the last sixteen months. They are of the opinion that Genov’s organization runs drugs and girls—they’ve got no proof of guns, but they haven’t ruled it out.”

			“You’re kidding me,” Astra says.

			“Shocker, right?” I ask. “He showed me their files.” 

			“I’m as shocked that OC had a secret investigation they were able to keep a secret as I am that they showed you their files,” Astra says. “OC doesn’t work and play well with others.” 

			“Given Genov’s stature in the community, Hal says they’ve had to play this one close to the vest to avoid any blowback,” I say. 

			“But, you should never underestimate the power of a little charm and finesse when it comes to getting what you want,” Kit says as she bats her eyelashes at Astra, drawing a laugh from her. 

			“I see. Using those womanly wiles on poor Hal.”

			“The poor guy never knew what hit him. My sister is quite the master manipulator,” I say. 

			“Hey, spies have to use everything at our disposal to get the job done,” she replies. “So, I do. And I usually get what I want.” 

			At the top of the whiteboard is a grayed-out figure with a question mark over the face marked Alekto. Just beneath that is the DMV picture of Nemet Genov. The next row of pictures down are his three captains, their lieutenants below that, and so on. The complete picture is the pyramidical hierarchy of the Genov organization that none of us knew even existed until last night. Thank you very much, Hal Womack.

			“This is a very pretty picture and all,” Astra says. “But what does this get us?” 

			“A clearer look at how to attack Genov,” I say and point to the bottom row. “Foot soldiers are bottom of the totem pole. They’re usually less invested in the organization and less likely to take a bullet for the higher-ups. Not all of them are as committed yet.” 

			Astra nods. “Blake Wilder, you are a brilliant woman.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” I say and grin. 

			The doors to the bullpen slide open, drawing my attention. Rick and Nina walk in with smiling faces and a little extra pep in their step. Mo texted me earlier letting me know that she and Boyle are on the road, getting an early jump on the interviews they have slated for the day. They’ve also been tasked with handling the crime scene when we get word that Eurus’ next victim has been discovered, which I know is coming.  

			“Looks like a night off did you guys some good,” I say. 

			“Wow,” Rick says. “Are you and Kit planning on taking a trip?” 

			I exchange a confused glance with my sister then turn back to Rick. “What in the world are you talking about?” 

			“Those bags under your eyes,” he says with a devious smile. “You both look like you’re packed and ready for a month-long holiday.”

			The rest of the team does their best to control their snickering—and fail miserably. Kit frowns and turns to me.

			“Do you think I can get away with killing him?” she asks. 

			“Just make it look like an accident.”

			“I can do that,” she replies. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” 

			Rick’s smile falters and he darts over to his workstation and takes a seat without another word, avoiding Kit’s gaze the whole time. She looks at me and shrugs, drawing a laugh from me. 

			“You’re playing with fire, Scanlon,” Astra says. “Although, I’m not going to lie. I’d find it pretty satisfying to watch Kit whoop your butt.” 

			“I would, too,” Nina adds. 

			“You are both too kind,” Rick says. 

			I don’t need Rick to tell me I look beat. Part of me feels pretty wrung out. At the same time though, I feel more energized and ready to roll than I have any right to feel, given all the stress I’m under combined with my lack of sleep. I woke up from my nap—it wasn’t long enough to call it sleep really—feeling a renewed sense of purpose that, along with a sharp determination, has me feeling like I’ve got lightning in my veins right now. 

			I’ve been through these ups and downs enough to know it’s not going to last. But I’m going to ride this feeling as long as I can. I can—and will—crash after. I have a feeling once we close these cases, I’m going to sleep for a week straight. At least. But it will be one hell of a soundless sleep knowing these monsters are off the street.

			“So which fish are we angling for today?” Astra asks, gesturing to the faces posted up on the board.

			I walk over to the whiteboard and tap a photo on the bottom row of the pyramid. “Pascal Vartanyan,” I say. “Age twenty-seven, lowest of the low-level foot soldiers for Genov’s organization. Answers to Marko Lazar, one of Genov’s lieutenants. According to Hal, Vartanyan is little more than a glorified errand boy and has no shot at moving up the ladder.”

			“Why do they keep him on?” Astra asks. 

			“Hal says Vartanyan is the nephew of one of Genov’s closest friends who died a few years back,” I reply. “So, he keeps him on as a favor. Keeps Vartanyan out of trouble and earning a steady paycheck or something to that effect.” 

			“They’re mobsters,” Kit says. “I’d say that’s a pretty screwed-up definition of keeping somebody out of trouble.” 

			“This is their world. It’s not supposed to make sense to us,” I reply. 

			“Okay then, so what’s the play?” Kit asks. 

			“I want you and Astra to sit on him today. See what he does. See where he goes,” I say. “Try to get a feel for his routine. But you are not to engage, Kit. Do you hear me?” 

			“Yeah, I hear you,” she replies. “But what’s the purpose of shadowing him?” 

			“I want you guys to get a sense of him. See if he’s the simple-minded moron Hal thinks he is,” I say. “I want to see if he’s the best target for what I want to do.”

			“And what is it you want to do?” Astra asks. 

			“If he really is a moron, then we’re going to catch him dirty with a buy-bust,” I say. “We drag him in here, squeeze him hard, and if all goes right, flip him.”

			“And if we can get him to flip on Genov, that will give us cause to go raid Genov’s businesses,” Kit says.

			“Now you’re thinking,” I say. “And if we have any bit of luck, we’ll get Genov to flip on Alekto. Or, at the very least, if he’s brokering the sale and she finds out we busted him—if she’s as cautious as you say, Kit, it could delay or cancel the sale altogether.” 

			“Not bad, Blake. You’re not half bad at this investigative stuff,” Kit says. “And Alekto is very cautious. But she won’t cancel the sale. She’ll find another way to hold her auction. Also, I would be remiss if I didn’t say if she finds out we took Genov into custody, she will try to have him killed. I guarantee it.” 

			“Then we’ll deal with that as it comes up,” I reply. “But I think this is our best angle of attack. It will hopefully lead us either to the auction and the dirty bomb or to Alekto herself.” 

			“That’s if everything goes according to plan,” Astra says dubiously. 

			“Right,” I reply. 

			“And has anything ever gone according to plan?” Rick calls up. “Like ever?” 

			“There’s a first time for everything,” Nina says. 

			“There’s the positive, can-do attitude I’m looking for,” I say. 

			“Okay, while we’re shadowing Vartanyan, what are you going to be doing?” Astra asks. 

			“I’ve got to get in with the other team leads and get updates on their cases,” I say. “Then I have to go give Ayad a full briefing and action plan—the curse of being on a short leash.” 

			Kit eyes me closely. “And you’re going out to the crime scene when they find Eurus’ new victim, aren’t you?” 

			“I am. I just want a look at the scene with my own eyes. It might hold a clue that I might not see in the photos,” I say. “Besides, you don’t need a third body on shadow duty.” 

			“Fair enough,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, any more questions?” I ask but nobody has any. “You two be safe out there and don’t get made.”

			Kit scoffs. “Don’t insult me, sis. This loser won’t see me.” 

			“Good. Then let’s get out there and put some balls in play.” 

			As I head to the meetings with my team leads and Ayad, it’s with a sense of dread that grows a little stronger with every passing moment as I mentally count down the minutes until I get the call that another body has been found. 
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			Bayview Apartments, Central District; Seattle, WA

			One of the most racially and ethnically diverse sections of the city, the Central District has become something of a hot mess over the years as a slow-motion gentrification has been in progress. Even now, there are luxury condominium units and lavish homes mixed in with houses and apartment buildings teetering on the edge of condemnation. The Central District was once considered to be the Jewish section of town. It was also a stronghold for African-Americans, which eventually gave way to Japanese-Americans. And everywhere you look, you can still see the remaining vestiges of those ethnicities and cultures. 

			Although the Central District has slowly become more affluent over the years as lower-income families move south toward the Rainier Valley area, there are still plenty of the poor mixed in with the wealthier members of the neighborhood. 

			“Locals called us in about half an hour ago,” Mo tells me. “Haven’t been inside yet though. We wanted to wait for you to get here.” 

			“Okay, let’s go take a look,” I say. 

			As we walk up the flight of stairs and head down the hallway, the pair of uniformed cops standing beside the door give us a nod. We step into the apartment and look around. The building itself is run down and doesn’t look too far from falling down all on its own. The units inside don’t look too much better. The paint on the walls is cracked and peeling, there are dark stains all over the wood flooring, and it looks like black mold is coming through the plaster in more than a few spots.  The odor of must and decay is thick in the air around us. 

			There are a couple of techs in dark blue coveralls with SPD Forensics stenciled in white across their backs. They’re wearing respirators that cover the lower halves of their faces and protective plastic glasses. From one of the tech’s tool kits that are sitting open on a battered and scarred table, I pull out three paper painter’s masks. We all glove up then put the masks on as the techs back out of the room to give us a few minutes. 

			“Can we get a window open, please?” I ask. 

			“Got it,” Boyle replies.

			She walks over to the small window set in the tiny dining nook and opens it up, letting in air that’s not exactly fresh, given that the apartment overlooks an alleyway littered with rotting food and other debris. Still, compared to the stench of blood and human excrement that’s thick in the air around us, I’m not going to complain too much. Mo picks up a plastic evidence bag that contains the victim’s wallet.

			“Spiros Hobart, age fifty-three,” she reads off his ID. 

			“This guy did a real number on ol’ Spiros,” Boyle says, shaking her head. 

			Unlike the body of Bree Cooper, Hobart isn’t a dump job. He was killed right here in his crappy little apartment. Hobart is on his back, his eyes and mouth both open wide, his face frozen in an expression of absolute terror and agony. I can’t imagine what it would be like to watch your life spill out into the crimson pool on the floor alone and in a place as depressing as this apartment. I don’t want to imagine.

			But in a place like this—with a person like this—devoid of any shred of hope, Eurus is able to exercise absolute control. It’s what drives him—that need for total dominance. That’s what he needs. That’s what gets him off. He’s exhibited that behavior with his other victims and that’s what he’s doing with me by forcing me to play his game. It’s what he did with Lucas—taking him just to the point of death before withdrawing. Allowing Lucas to live. Giving him the gift of life had to be the ultimate rush for Eurus. He is a fiend for power and control. The feeling of holding somebody’s life in the palm of his hand and choosing whether they live or die is what gets Eurus out of bed in the morning. For him, there is no bigger high. It makes him feel like a god and he needs that every bit as much as he needs oxygen to live. I just haven’t been clear-headed enough to see it until now.

			“Arterial spray on the wall,” I say, pointing it out. “His throat was slashed first—probably from behind. Looks like it was a right to left cut.” 

			“Eurus was lying in wait for him. And he’s a lefty,” Boyle notes.

			“Probably so, yeah, which is a new piece of information,” I say and gesture to the ravaged body. “He was probably already bleeding out when Eurus went to work with his knife.”

			“My God,” Boyle says, her lips curled in distaste. “I see at least thirty stab wounds. Some of them are so deep, I can see the man’s entrails.” 

			“There are probably more than that. Some of them are bound to be hidden by all the blood,” I say. 

			“Overkill again. Seems even worse this time,” Mo says. 

			“He’s getting angrier,” I say. “Frustrated that we haven’t found him yet.” 

			On the wall behind the sofa, mixed in with the arterial spray and castoff spatter from the savage attack is Eurus’ message to me. In bold, black spray-painted letters, he wrote, “Tick Tock, Chief Wilder—Three Days.” As if I need the reminder that I’m on the clock. 

			“Okay, I think we’ve gotten what we can out of this place,” I say. “Let’s let the techs do their thing and they can hopefully find something we don’t see.” 

			Mo and Boyle follow me out of the apartment, and I tell the techs the scene is theirs again. The three of us stand together discussing strategy. As we’re talking, I notice that Boyle is distracted and looking off, a thoughtful frown on her full lips. 

			“I want to canvass the area,” I say. “It’s a long shot, but maybe somebody saw something.” 

			Boyle gives me a distracted nod, but her eyes are still fixed on something behind me. I turn and look down the hall, but don’t see anything.

			“Is something wrong?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, I saw a woman peeking out of her apartment down there,” she says. 

			“And? We have rubberneckers at every scene. It goes with the job,” I say. 

			“I can’t explain it, but we made eye contact and the way she was looking at us made me think she wanted to talk—but didn’t want to be seen talking to us,” Boyle tells me. “I know it makes no sense, but my gut tells me we should talk to her.” 

			“Okay,” I say without hesitation. “Let’s follow your gut.” 

			We walk down the hall and I motion for Boyle to take the lead. Mo looks at me curiously but seems to understand that we need to see what we have in Paige Boyle. She looks to Mo who gives her an encouraging nod then turns back and knocks on the door. It opens a crack a moment later and a woman’s brown eye peers back at us. Boyle fumbles nervously but manages to get her badge out and show it to the woman.

			“Agent Paige Boyle, FBI. This is Unit Chief Wilder and Agent Maureen Weissman,” she introduces us. “Ma’am, may we have a private word with you?” 

			“I—I don’t want to get involved,” she says in a low whisper. 

			“We understand that, Ms.—” 

			“Brewster,” the woman says. “Pamela Warner.” 

			“We understand you don’t want to be involved—and you certainly don’t want anybody to see you talkin’ to us,” Boyle says patiently, pouring on a little of that Southern charm. “But somethin’ awful happened next door and we need your help to figure out who did it. Please, can we speak to you for just a moment?” 

			The woman hesitates for a long moment and I’m half-convinced she’s going to shut the door in our faces. I’m surprised—and grateful—when she opens the door and lets me in. 

			“Please,” she says in an urgent whisper. “Come in. Hurry.” 

			The three of us step into her apartment quickly and Warner peeks out into the hall before closing the door and turning to us. Her place is as run-down as Hobart’s but it’s cleaner, more organized, and it looks like she does her best to hide the flaws, which are many. The person who owns this building should be arrested for being a slumlord. 

			Pamela Warner is a small woman who is no more than five-two with a petite build. Her dark hair is cropped close to her scalp, and dark, sparkling eyes are set into a face that’s a rich, caramel color. The woman is tiny but seems a lot bigger than she is. A personality that is far larger than she is, physically speaking, radiates from her. She looks to me to be a woman who fears little and takes garbage from nobody, which is something I can admire.

			“Ms. Warner,” Boyle starts as she takes a step closer to the diminutive woman. “Your neighbor, Mister Hobart, was murdered in his apartment. It looks like it happened either last night or earlier today—” 

			“I know. I heard him screaming last night around midnight or so,” she says. “Woke me up out of a dead sleep.” 

			“Can we ask why you didn’t call the police?” Boyle presses. 

			“Because Spiro drinks and does drugs all the time, child. He screams and shouts at nobody at all hours of the night. It’s business as usual over there. He ain’t a bad man, he’s just crazy,” she says then lowers her eyes as a frown crosses her lips. “I didn’t know something bad happened—I didn’t know he got killed—until the police started showing up. I swear.” 

			“Ms. Warner, you looked at me in the hall, and it seemed like you wanted to tell me something,” Boyle goes on. “Was there something—” 

			“I told you, I don’t want to get involved.” 

			“Your neighbor was brutally murdered and we don’t have a suspect,” Boyle says, her voice edged with frustration. “We want to protect you from this man but unless you help us, I can’t promise he’s not going to come back—” 

			“Agent Boyle, can you please go assist the officers with the canvass?” I quickly cut her off. “We’ll finish up here.” 

			“Chief—”

			“Go and help with the canvass, please,” I repeat, hardening my voice and eyes. 

			She frowns but nods. “Yes, ma’am.” 

			Boyle leaves the apartment and when I turn back to Warner, she looks stricken, her face ashen. I’m convinced she saw Eurus and thanks to Boyle, she’s terrified that he’s going to come back and gut her the same way he’d gutted her neighbor. 

			“Ms. Warner, you have no need to fear. There’s no reason to believe the man who killed your neighbor is going to come back. In fact, I can promise you that he won’t,” I say. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I want to put your mind at ease.”

			“Please do,” she says, her voice shaky. 

			“The man who killed your neighbor is a serial killer and frankly, you don’t fit his profile,” I tell her. “I can all but guarantee that he’s not even going to think about you. He has a very specific victimology and to put it bluntly, you’re not his type.” 

			“Then why did Agent Boyle say what she said?” 

			“Because she’s inexperienced, ma’am,” Mo says. “She’s a very good agent but she is still learning. And we apologize if she scared you.”

			“Scared me? She terrified me.”

			“Again, we sincerely apologize for that,” I say. “But we need to know if you saw something last night that might help us.”

			She purses her lips and looks down at the floor. The wheels in her head are spinning as she seems to be weighing everything we said against her own fear. Warner finally looks up and has a glint of determination in her eye that tells me she’s accepted my explanation. Or is at least trying to. 

			“Well, like I said, Spiro’s screaming woke me up out of a dead sleep,” she starts. “It went on for a few minutes and then he stopped. I just figured he passed out. He does that, you know. Or at least, he did that…”

			Her voice trails off and an expression of sadness touches her features. It’s as if the fact that Hobart is dead is hitting her for the very first time—and hitting her hard. But she quickly draws in a breath then straightens up and looks at me.  

			“Anyway, since I was up, I went to the kitchen to get a glass of water—my kitchen window overlooks the rear parking lot, you know,” she says. 

			A surge of adrenaline hits my veins and my stomach churns with excitement as I listen to Warner speak, realizing we may get our first description of my mysterious, murderous friend. 

			“So, I was drinking my water when I saw a man go strolling across the parking lot like he didn’t have a care in the world. A strange fella,” Warner says. 

			“Yeah, but this is an apartment building,” Mo says. “Surely there are people in and out of that parking lot all night?” 

			Warner nods. “That’s true. But I’ve been here so long, I know everybody who comes and goes. Know their cars, too,” she says. “And I didn’t know this fella or his car.” 

			My head is buzzing with the heady feeling of the adrenaline filling my veins like liquid fire, warming me from the inside out. 

			“And this man—did you get a look at him?” I ask.

			“Not a real good look. My eyes aren’t what they used to be, child,” Warner says. “But I can tell you he’s maybe a couple inches taller than you. He’s thin. Looks kind of athletic, I suppose. Brown hair. Short. And he’s white. But that’s all I saw. I’m afraid I can’t give you any of the finer details than that.” 

			“That’s great, Ms. Warner. You did great,” I assure her. “One more thing though. What kind of a car was he getting into when you saw him?” 

			“It was an SUV of some kind. White. I remember thinking it looked kind of fancy,” she says. “But my eyes weren’t good enough to see the plates.”

			Not having the plate number is a bit disappointing since there are literally thousands of fancy white SUVs on the road in Seattle. But it’s more than we had when we walked in and gives us something we didn’t have before. It’s baby steps. But even baby steps are forward progress. 

			“Thank you, Ms. Warner,” I say and hand her my card “If you can think of anything else, have any questions, or need us for anything, please, give me a call.” 

			Boyle is leaning against the wall, waiting for us as we walk out of Warner’s apartment, a scowl on her face. We walk down the stairs and out of the building in silence and it’s only when we get back to our SUV that she turns to me. 

			“Okay, so what did I do to get kicked out of there?” she asks. “I thought I was doin’ fine.”

			“You don’t try to scare or intimidate witnesses. Suspects, yes. Witnesses, no.” 

			“Scare her?” she snaps. “What in the hell are you talking about? I wasn’t trying to do any such thing. I was trying to get information—”  

			“We can’t promise he’s not going to come back?” I growl. “Boyle, you know Eurus is working off a very specific victimology and you know Warner doesn’t fit that pattern. Why in the hell would you drop something like that on that woman when you know it’s not true?” 

			She opens her mouth to respond but wisely closes it again, letting whatever argument she was about to make die on her tongue. Boyle looks down at the ground for a moment then nods to herself, seeming to be taking the note. Grudgingly, but taking it. I knew there was a possibility it could all go sideways when I let Boyle take the lead in questioning Ms. Warner. But I have to know what we have in her and where her strengths and weaknesses lie, so I have to live with the consequences. At least now I know. 

			“Do they not teach witness questioning techniques at the academy anymore?” I ask. 

			A wry grin twists her lips upward. “It wasn’t my strongest class.” 

			“I see,” is all I say. 

			“We’ll work on fine-tuning those techniques, boss,” Mo offers. “I’ll make sure we get her up to snuff with them.” 

			I look at Boyle for a long moment then let my gaze drift to Mo and a mischievous smirk curls the corner of my mouth up.

			“Well, you’ve got your work cut out for you.” 
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			Florian’s Cigar Lounge, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

			In addition to being the unofficial home for Eastern European expats, the Capitol Hill district is also well known for its nightlife. Full of bars, clubs, eateries, and other draws for a younger set, Capitol Hill is a lively, colorful place. And scores of younger people mean plenty of opportunities for those who might be looking to help partygoers chemically enhance their evening to sell their wares. Enter Pascal Vartanyan. 

			“That’s our guy, huh?” I ask. 

			“That’s him,” Astra confirms. 

			Sitting across the street at a table in front of the cigar lounge is our target—Pascal Vartanyan. He’s about my height with short black hair, green eyes, and a tawny complexion. His beard and mustache are styled so thin I wonder why he even bothers and he’s thin as a rail. He’s not much to look at and seems like the sort of guy you’d forget five minutes after meeting him—even dressed in the obnoxiously loud and busy shirt he’s got on. That’s probably the reason his job is to sell party favors to the kids on the club scene. 

			As we sit and watch from our position in the parking lot across the street, we see him make half a dozen handoffs to twenty-somethings looking to level up their evening. 

			“He’s smooth,” I say. 

			“I’m sure he’s had a ton of practice,” Kit says. 

			“Do we know what he’s dealing?” Astra asks. 

			“According to Hal, Genov’s people mainly deal in molly, meth, and coke,” I say. “Odds are probably good we find all three on him.” 

			“So, what’s our play?” Astra asks.

			“He doesn’t seem all that discriminating about who he’s selling to—or all that cautious,” I say with a shrug. “I’m going to go buy. I want you to come in—” 

			“Wait, you’re going to go buy?” Kit asks in a dubious tone.

			“Believe it or not, little sister, I am pretty good undercover. It wouldn’t be my first rodeo, you know. I’ve done it before,” I reply.

			“And how did those assignments work out?” 

			“They worked out just fine,” I say. 

			“That’s surprising,” Kit says. “I can smell the cop coming off you from a mile off. Even a dolt like Pascal over there is going to make you.” 

			“I’ve tried to tell her,” Astra says. 

			I let out a frustrated growl. “Fine. What is your suggestion?” 

			“I go make the buy then you two come in and scoop him up,” Kit says. “No offense intended or anything—”

			“And yet, you always somehow manage,” I cut her off. 

			“All I was going to say was that of the three of us, I’ve got the most experience working undercover… and I look the least like a cop.” 

			Astra shrugs. “She’s not wrong, you know.” 

			“Why do you encourage her?” I ask.

			“Because it burns your butt, which amuses me,” Astra responds. 

			“I hate you both so much right now,” I say with a laugh. “Fine, Kit. There’s a box in the back of the SUV. Put on a pinhole camera and use one of the key fob recording devices.” 

			“You got it.” 

			Kit gets herself wired up then heads out to make the buy. She cuts through the parking lot then circles wide, so she isn’t seen coming from our SUV. 

			“All clear. No unexpected party crashers,” she whispers into her mic. “I’m going in.” 

			Kit is about a block down from the cigar shop and approaching from the east as Astra and I watch on the tablet. As she gets closer to Vartanyan, my stomach clenches and I grit my teeth.

			“She’s going to be fine,” Astra assures me. “And now that we have a closer look at this guy, I have absolutely no doubt Kit could beat him into oblivion. Your sister’s lethal, Blake.” 

			“Yeah, I know. I just… I hate that she is, you know? I hate that she’s as good at her job as she is because it’s a constant reminder of how she got to be that way.” 

			 “She’s using her skills for good now. She’s learned to roll with the punches and make the best of her situation. I think it’s time you do, too.” 

			“Yeah. Maybe. I mean, I know you’re right. It’s just… it’s not easy.” 

			Astra takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze as we both fall silent and watch the scene playing out across the street. 

			“Hey,” Kit says on the screen. “I heard you’re the man to see about party favors.” 

			Vartanyan looks up and sulks. He looks up one side of the street then down the other then returns his gaze to Kit. 

			“And who told you that?” he asks. 

			“Friend of mine. Said you’ve got the good stuff,” she replies smoothly.

			“I don’t know you,” he says. “I’ve never seen you around here before.” 

			“Because I’m in town visiting my sister,” she says.

			Kit reaches into her bag and pulls out a thick bundle of cash, making sure Vartanyan gets a good view of it. He doesn’t seem impressed though. Instead, he seems bored or like he doesn’t care. He’s got that dead-eyed, thousand-yard stare I’ve seen in people who’ve spent way too long working in retail. 

			“Where did Kit get a wad of cash like that?” Astra asks.

			“I’ve stopped asking where Kit gets most of the things she has,” I reply. “Wondering about it keeps me up at night.” 

			Back on the screen, Vartanyan nods. “Yeah, okay. Fine. What do you want?” 

			“Molly,” she says. “We need to liven up the party tonight.” 

			“Fine,” he says. 

			“He’s quite the salesman,” Astra notes. “Seems enthusiastic about his job.” 

			I chuckle as Kit and Vartanyan make the exchange in one smooth, subtle motion. It’s so quick and seamless, you would have missed it if you weren’t looking for it. 

			“Thanks,” Kit says. “Have a good night. I know I will.”

			“Sure, sure. Have fun.”

			Kit walks off, leaving Vartanyan sitting at the table. We watch as he leans back in his chair and lights a cigarette. A few minutes later, Kit slides into the back seat of the SUV with the drugs in a plastic evidence bag and a wide smile on her face. 

			“You know, you’re as smooth at the pass-off move as Vartanyan is,” Astra says. 

			“I’ve had to make that move when passing off sensitive materials to assets more than a few times. It just takes practice,” Kit shrugs.

			“I’m just saying, if the whole spy thing doesn’t work out for you, maybe you can start selling drugs on the corner like our boy over there,” Astra says and grins. 

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Okay, if you two are done clowning around, we have work to do. Astra, let’s go snatch up our date for the evening,” I say as we slip out of the car. 

			“Don’t forget to get my money back,” Kit shouts after us. 

			We don’t bother taking the circuitous route Kit did and just march across the street. Vartanyan is so busy staring at his phone that he doesn’t bother looking up until we’re standing right in front of him. He offers us a completely blank expression. 

			“What can I do for you, officers?” he asks. 

			We badge him. “Agents, actually. Wilder and Russo.”

			“Okay, so what can I do for you, Agents?” 

			“You can start by standing up and putting your hands behind your back.” 

			He does so, surprisingly, without any fuss. As Astra cuffs him and I’m reading him his rights, Kit pulls the SUV to the curb. We swiftly load him into the back, and he remains silent all the way back to the field office. 
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			“Since when does the FBI get involved with small-time drug busts?” Vartanyan asks. “What I had on me when you busted me hardly seems worth the effort. I’m sure any half-assed public defender could get it all pled down to time served and a slap on the wrist.” 

			I lean back in my chair and look at him closely. There’s something about him that seems off to me. He’s not freaking out. He’s not trying to throw around the weight he probably imagines he has. He’s not dropping names of people he thinks will come riding in to save him from being charged. And most interestingly, he’s not asking for a lawyer. In fact, that comment was the first time he’s mentioned a lawyer since we put the bracelets on him. 

			“Actually, the amount you were holding when we arrested you qualifies as intent to distribute,” I say. “Barely, but I have no doubt the DA can get you charged with it. As well as a number of other crimes. And if any of those baggies we pulled off you have even a trace of fentanyl in them, you’re going to be looking at a long, long stretch in prison, Pascal.” 

			I watch him closely, looking for any sort of reaction from him but strangely, get nothing. He doesn’t seem to care. Either that or he doesn’t understand the heap of trouble he’s in. 

			“Pascal, you do know where you are, right?” Astra asks. 

			He rolls his eyes. “Is that a serious question?” 

			“And you understand you’ve been arrested for drug possession?” 

			He sighs. “These questions are stupid,” he mutters. “Yes, I understand all that.” 

			“You’ll have to forgive us, you just seem unusually blasé about it all,” I reply. “Most people facing the charges that are stacked up against you right now have some sort of emotional reaction.”

			“Usually anger. A lot of them make threats,” Astra says. “Some of them cry.” 

			“Yeah, well, most people don’t view going to prison as a way out of a life they didn’t want,” he replies. “Not the most ideal way out, but a way out nonetheless.” 

			“A life you didn’t want?” I ask.

			“Do you really think when I was a kid, I dreamed of selling dime bags on the corner?” he asks, his voice laced with anger. 

			“Then how did you end up here?”

			“My father was best friends with Nemet Genov. Uncle Nemet,” he tells us bitterly. “My father once took the fall and did some prison time for Nemet back in Hungary. So, when my father was dying, Nemet promised to look after me. Promised that I’d always have work. As if being a corner boy is a job. What a joke, right? Neither of them ever asked what I wanted.”

			“And what do you want?” Astra asks. 

			“I’m an artist,” he tells us. “I want to create. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” 

			“Are you close with Genov?” I ask.

			“Close enough, I guess. I mean, I’m not like part of his inner circle or anything if that’s what you’re asking. But he treats me all right,” he says with a shrug. “He just won’t let me out of this life. I asked once and he made it clear if I tried to run away or get out, he’d kill me. So, you tell me, wouldn’t prison be an upgrade from that? At least I’d be out of his reach.” 

			Astra and I exchange glances and I feel that sense of momentum beginning to build inside of me and pick up speed. Far from hooking a little fish, we may have unexpectedly landed Moby Dick. I sit there for a moment, stumped and speechless. I never expected to find somebody so unhappy being part of Genov’s world that he would consider prison an upgrade to his life.

			One thing that has become abundantly clear to me as we’ve sat here speaking with him is that Pascal Vartanyan isn’t the slow, dimwitted moron the boys over in OC think he is. He’s quiet. Thoughtful. And he’s far smarter than they—and probably Genov himself—give him credit for. But because he doesn’t seem to say much and seems to think on a deeper level than they ever realized, he comes across as slow. Organized Crime as well as Genov both grossly underestimated him. I’m not going to make that same mistake. 

			“Pascal, what would you say if I told you we can get you out of that life and into a new one and you didn’t have to go to prison to do it?” I ask. 

			He looks from me to Astra then back again, his eyes narrow and suspicion painted upon his features. But then he sits back, and I can see the wheels in his head turning as he starts to contemplate a life out of this life and into the one he wants. An unconscious smile crinkles the corners of his eyes and mouth. But then the smile fades and he sits up again.

			“You’re going to ask me to snitch,” he says. 

			“I’m going to ask you to cooperate,” I clarify. 

			He shakes his head. “Nemet will kill me. He will find me and murder me. You don’t understand what he’s capable of. You don’t know the things he’s done.” 

			“Genov won’t be able to find you. Ever,” Astra states. “You’re going to get a new identity. A new life, Pascal. Think about it. You can be an artist if you want to. You can have the life you want.” 

			“If you say no and choose prison over what we’re offering you, Genov will still be able to reach you,” I tell him bluntly. “I don’t need to tell you how well-connected he is. Do you think he won’t be able to get to you in prison if he wants to?” 

			“He’ll have no reason to if I don’t snitch,” he counters. 

			“Do you believe he won’t think you snitched?” Astra asks. “We’re going after him with or without your help and as we start chipping away at his empire, do you believe he won’t at least consider the possibility that you rolled on him?”

			“And if he considers it, he’s going to act. He’s going to have you killed. That’s what men like Genov do,” I say. “You know that better than either of us.” 

			His face pales and I see real fear flashing in his eyes. It’s as if he never thought about the possibility that Genov would come for him. As if being his “nephew” afforded him some layer of protection. As he listens to us though, I can see the realization that he’s been fooling himself all along dawning in his eyes. 

			He licks his lips nervously. “A new life? New name, new everything?” 

			I nod. “Yes. Somewhere totally new where he’d never think to look for you.” 

			Vartanyan is struggling with the decision more than I thought he would. He hates his life. But it seems his loyalty to Genov is stronger than maybe he expected. It’s hard to overcome almost thirty years of programming. 

			Sitting in his chair, Vartanyan seems to shrink in on himself. He folds his arms over his chest then starts biting his thumbnail, his eyes darting left and right as his cheeks flush. He just looks so sad and so scared that I find myself wanting to help him. Wanting to help pluck him out of this miserable life that’s likely going to wind up with him catching a bullet at some point—be it from a rival dealer or his mobster guardian—and put him into a new, better one.

			All I can do is show him the door. He’s the one who has to decide to walk through it. He finally raises his eyes to me, and I see a sparkle and life in them that wasn’t there before. He’s made his decision. 

			“What do you need me to do?” he asks. 
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			US Marshals Service Field Office, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			“You understand the terms of this deal as I’ve explained them to you?” Ronald Poyer asks. 

			Vartanyan looks down at the pages on the desk in front of him and pauses. For the first time since we saw him sitting in front of that cigar shop, he looks hopeful. Optimistic. He still looks a little fearful, but he looks something akin to excited and happy. 

			“If you have any questions about the deal, please, ask away,” Poyer says. “I’ll be happy to explain anything to you. But the deal is real. Solid. You’re getting total immunity and a new life and identity in witness protection.” 

			Poyer is a friend of mine whom I asked to represent Vartanyan, off the books, once we struck a deal to secure his cooperation, which all happened very quickly. I didn’t want Vartanyan to feel like he was being railroaded, lied to, or pushed into anything, so Poyer has been acting as his guide through the process. He’s made sure the deal and all the paperwork are on the up and up and has been providing Vartanyan legal advice every step of the way. 

			This operation has been extremely locked down. For obvious reasons, we’ve been concealing his movements and hiding any trace of the deal we’re making with him. We’ve had to put it all on paper, of course, but we have him in our system as a John Doe to keep him safe. I don’t want to think so, but it wouldn’t surprise me to learn Genov has contacts inside the FO, which is why we’re taking such extreme measures to keep it all secret. 

			“And all I have to do is tell them what I know?” Vartanyan asks. 

			Poyer nods. “That’s it. Share what you know this afternoon and by tonight, you’re going to be on a plane to somewhere else. As someone else,” he says. “You can leave this entire world behind and start fresh, Pascal. From there, your life will be what you make it.” 

			Vartanyan can’t seem to keep the smile off his face. He picks up the pen Poyer had offered him then takes a few moments to sign all the documents where his signature is required. Done with that, he stacks the pages together and puts them back into the folder then closes it. His hand still resting on the folder, Vartanyan looks down at the folder and nods to himself, seeming to be overcome with emotion for a moment as he contemplates the new world opening up to him. In a way, it reminds me of those videos of animals seeing sunlight and grass for the first time after a life spent in a cage. The possibilities must suddenly seem endless for him. 

			“Okay,” he says as he looks up at me. “I’ve signed. Thank you, Mr. Poyer.” 

			Poyer picks up the file then pats Vartanyan on the shoulder. “Good luck, Pascal. I hope you have an incredible life.” 

			The lawyer gives me a nod then heads out, leaving Astra and me on one side of the table and Vartanyan on the other side. He swallows hard and then lays his hands flat on the table. The door opens again, and a large, burly man walks in. Six-foot-three and built like an NFL linebacker, Dade King has been with the Marshals Service for going on twenty years, but you’d never know it. With hair so blonde it’s almost white and blue eyes that sparkle, King has a baby face that belies the fact that he’s forty-two years old.

			To say he’s handsome is an understatement. On more than one occasion Astra has joked that she’d leave Benjamin in a heartbeat for the man. At least, I’m pretty sure she’s joking. Our paths have crossed more than a few times over the years, and I’ve always thought him to be intelligent and very good at his job. He’s dedicated. But he can also sometimes be frustratingly rigid and inflexible. He’s a strict rule follower. Coloring outside the lines is just not something the man does. Which, of course, makes us completely incompatible. 

			“Blake Wilder,” he says. “When I heard we had a rush WITSEC placement, I should have figured you were behind it.”

			“You know me. I’ve never been one for protocol,” I say. 

			He frowns. “Yeah. I know. I’ve had to try to think of it as part of your charm.” 

			“Good to see you, Dade,” I say with a laugh. 

			“Yeah, you, too,” he says, finally offering me a warm smile. “Nice to see you, too, Astra.” 

			“Always a pleasure,” she replies flirtatiously. 

			“So, you must be Pascal,” Dade says. “My new placement?” 

			Vartanyan nods. “Yes, sir.” 

			“Okay, well, I’m Agent Dade King and I just wanted to introduce myself. You and me will go over the details of your placement when you’re done here,” Dade says. “And don’t worry, we’ll take good care of you. Keeping you safe is my priority.” 

			“Thank you, sir,” Vartanyan says. 

			Dade folds his arms over his chest and leans against the wall, offering me a smile. Under the table, Astra nudges me with her knee and gives me a look I know all too well. She’s been trying to get me to date Dade for a while now. As far as I’m concerned though, dating Dade King would be like asking oil and water to suddenly get along. Or maybe the better comparison is fire and gasoline. 

			I shoot her a look and whisper, “Not going to happen.” 

			“Stranger things happen all the time,” she whispers back. 

			“Not that strange.”

			“I’m ready. Ask your questions and I’ll tell you what I know,” Vartanyan says. “But I should warn you that I probably don’t know as much as you may think I do.” 

			“I bet you know more than you think,” Astra says. 

			I open up my notebook and uncap my pen. “Okay, let’s begin,” I say. “Tell us what you know about Nemet Genov’s drug operation.” 

			Vartanyan frowns and looks down at the table. “Honestly, I don’t know a lot. He kept me out of that inner circle, as I told you.”

			“That’s all right. Tell us what you do know.”

			“I know that he keeps himself insulated. He’s got several layers of bodies between himself and the actual trafficking—from people like me,” he tells us. “But one thing I know that I shouldn’t know is that he has a warehouse over in Northgate. It’s fronted by a legit business—a janitorial services business. But I know that’s where he stores his drugs and all the things he doesn’t want people to find.” 

			“And how do you know about this place?” Astra asks. 

			“I overheard my direct boss Marko Lazar mention it to somebody. I wouldn’t have thought much about it, but I heard him mention my father. After that, I snooped around and found out they set up this company in my dad’s name to keep Genov’s name off it,” he tells us. “It pissed me off that Nemet is doing this in my dad’s name. He was a good man, Agents. He wasn’t involved in anything like this—he didn’t approve of drugs—and I hate that they’re using his name for it.” 

			“What about guns, Pascal?” I ask. “Does Genov traffic in guns as well?” 

			“I’m sure he does. But that’s part of his business I’m not involved in.” 

			“Then how are you so sure?” Astra asks. 

			“Because I’ve seen crates of weapons coming in—they were accidentally delivered to the restaurant a couple of weeks ago,” Pascal says with a chuckle. “He was so pissed I thought he was going to have a stroke. He told the drivers to take the crates to the store in Northgate.” 

			“Have you ever heard Genov mention somebody named Alekto?” I ask. 

			He shakes his head. “No. Who’s that?” 

			“What about an auction? I press. “An auction he’s either hosting or taking part in?” 

			He twists his lips and looks down again. “Yeah, you know, now that you mention it, I recall overhearing him talk to Marko about some sort of a sale,” he says. “Nemet said they were getting an old warehouse he owns set up for it and that he wanted Marko to run the security. I didn’t think anything of it at the time and honestly, I don’t even know if it’s related to what you’re looking for. But I did hear him mention a sale.”

			“That’s great, Pascal,” Astra says and leans forward. “What else can you give us? Did you get any details about when it’s supposed to happen?”  

			He shakes his head. “Sorry,” he says. “All I know is that Marko is supposed to have all the security details done and in place in the next few days or so.” 

			“Do you know who’s going to be attending this sale?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t. But judging by how stressed out Marko’s been the last week or so, I’d say they’re pretty important.” 

			“Do you happen to know how Genov is inviting people to the sale?” Astra asks. 

			“I don’t. But one thing I do know is that there is a laptop that has probably everything you want. At least, I think it does. Nemet handled that thing like it was the nuclear football. He never let anybody near it,” Vartanyan replies. “One time, his regular driver quit or disappeared or whatever and I had to fill in for a couple of weeks and saw the laptop a few times. I don’t know where he keeps it, but my guess would be that it’s at that warehouse and everything you want is going to be on that computer… I mean, I obviously can’t guarantee that. I’ve never seen what’s on the computer, so I’m mostly guessing.” 

			It seems like a fairly educated guess to me. Vartanyan is observant. That was one of Genov’s biggest mistakes when it came to handling him. He never realized just how much Vartanyan saw. And of course, he’s got the smarts to put two and two together—something else Genov didn’t think he was capable of. We’re short on specifics and certainty, but I think Vartanyan has given us even more than he thinks he has. 

			“Okay, I think we’ve got what we need for now,” I tell him. “We’re likely going to have some follow-up questions for you. It’s probably going to take a few days to get you into your new placement, so if we need to talk to you, we’ll reach out to Agent King.” 

			“That’s it?” he asks. “I’m free?” 

			“More or less,” I tell him. “But any contact we have with you is going to be done through Agent King, who is your point of contact moving forward.”

			King gives me a nod and a warm smile as Vartanyan gets to his feet. Before he disappears through the door with the Marshal, he turns back to us. 

			“Thank you. For giving me a second chance,” he says. 

			“You’re on the way to a new life,” Astra says. “Do something good with it.” 

			“Become the artist you’ve always wanted to be. Live a good life,” I tell him. 

			“I will. I promise.” 

			The door closes behind him and I feel a smile flicker across my lips as I find myself rooting for Pascal Vartanyan. I hope does indeed live a good life and builds the life he’s always wanted.

			“So, what now?” Astra asks.

			“Now we go rattle some cages.” 

			“I like the sound of that,” she beams. “Let’s do it.”  
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			Olympic Janitorial Services and Supplies, Northgate District; Seattle, WA

			Once we were done interviewing Vartanyan, Astra and I briefed Ayad and got him up to speed. After that, we looped in our Organized Crime division as well as the DEA. It didn’t take long to set up a joint task force to organize and set a plan in motion. Contrary to popular belief, government agencies can be very efficient. You usually just have to dangle a big enough feather for them to stick in their caps out there.

			In this case, OC’s feather will be dismantling one of Seattle’s largest, if completely unknown, criminal syndicates. The DEA will be getting what we hope is going to be a massive seizure of drugs ranging from MDMA to coke to fentanyl. And my humble little team will hopefully be getting all the information we need to stop an arms dealer from selling a dirty bomb on US soil and possibly preventing a terror attack that could potentially kill thousands.

			Astra parks the SUV in a staging area, and we quickly get out and walk over to the command tent that’s been set up a couple blocks from the building that Vartanyan told us about. ASAC Hank Brewster of the DEA walks over to us. A little over six feet tall, Brewster has dark hair with gray temples and eyes the color of a faded dollar bill. With a strong jawline, broad shoulders, a thick chest, and arms corded with muscle, Brewster cuts a striking, impressive figure. He just looks like a man who gets things done.

			When we looped the DEA in and proposed this task force, I asked for Brewster specifically because, unlike a lot of our other counterparts, he’s intelligent, competent, and doesn’t give a damn about politics or the optics, which is something I appreciate. It’s also something I can relate to, which makes him incredibly easy to work with. 

			All around us, a couple dozen men and women in body armor carrying M4s as well as H&K HP5s are milling about, checking their weapons and gear as they wait for the command to roll out. The windbreakers Astra, Kit, and I are wearing all say DEA, as do the vests and hats being worn by the raid teams. 

			“Thanks for letting us play in your sandbox today, Blake,” Brewster says as he shakes my hand. “Just curious, why are we flying this op under the DEA banner and not the Bureau’s? You brought this to us.” 

			“We at the Bureau believe in not tooting our own horns too loudly,” I say. “We love to share credit when there’s credit to be shared.”

			Brewster laughs. “I’m sure.”

			“To be honest, we’re using you as cover, Hank,” I tell him. “We want this to look like an ordinary drug seizure to anybody who sees us. We want to mask what we’re really after.” 

			“And what are you guys after?” 

			“My team has uncovered possible evidence of an auction where a dirty bomb might be for sale. Obviously, we want to stop it, but we don’t have enough evidence to establish probable cause on that front. The drugs give us the cause to raid his stash house,” I explain. “The DEA gives us the cover we need to hopefully keep Nemet Grenov’s business partners in the dark about our actual motives here. Our hope is they believe this is just a drug raid and has nothing to do with the arms auction. We need to keep that intact.” 

			He strokes the stubble on his chin and nods. “That makes sense. And hey, if your end goal here is keeping a dirty bomb off the streets, we’re more than happy to help,” he says. “I’ll instruct my team to make sure everybody in a ten-mile radius sees our DEA patches and knows we’re here for the drugs.” 

			“I’d appreciate that,” I tell him. “Fair warning. We put this task force and op together so quickly, we haven’t had time to do a proper recon on the place. We have no idea how many guys are in the building, nor what they’re armed with.” 

			“Figured that with how fast it all came together,” he replies. “I’ve got a drone overhead. Let’s go take a look and see what we see.” 

			Astra, Kit, and I follow him into the tent and gather around a guy who looks to be in his early twenties. He’s got warm, tawny skin, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and hair as black as Astra’s. 

			“This is Kenji Fuller,” Brewster introduces him. “He’s my resident tech guru and is piloting the drone we’ve got running surveillance on the building.” 

			“That’s tech god to you, ASAC Brewster,” Kenji says without looking up. 

			Astra scoffs. “Is it like a requirement for the techies to be arrogant and condescending?” she asks. “Our tech guy is just like this one.” 

			Kenji finally turns and looks at Astra, a grin curling the corner of his mouth. “Requirement? No. Highly suggested? Absolutely,” he says. “We just want to make sure we’re never taken for granted or anything.”

			“Noted,” she replies with a laugh. 

			Kenji turns back and on the computer monitor in front of him, we see the footage of the drone over Nemet’s stash house. From that vantage point, we can see the front parking lot as well as the one behind it. There are two white panel vans parked in front of white rollup doors and we can see four men loading the vans. The building itself is L-shaped with the main business being conducted out of the longer of the two sides.

			The shorter section of the building, by all appearances from the outside, seems to be a warehouse where the company stores the janitorial supplies they sell. And that may be true. But I’m pretty convinced after studying the plans of the building that’s where they’re storing the drugs. The only other possibility is an underground bunker Rick dug up a construction permit for from decades ago. We don’t know if that was ever actually built, but the presence of a permit means it’s another spot we’re going to have to find and check. 

			“Records show this is a legit business,” Astra says. “They are actually running a janitorial service here. That means we’re likely going to have civilian employees.” 

			“Noted and accounted for,” Brewster tells us. “I’m having my Bravo team move in and secure the civilians when the rest of us hit the other sides.” 

			“Great. Just tell us where you want us, Hank. This is your op. You’re calling the shots and we’re just along for the ride,” I say. 

			“Terrific. I want you and Astra to go with Echo team. You’re going around back and will hit those loading bays from the east. I’m leading Alpha team and we’ll come in from the west and trap them in between us.” 

			“Copy that.” 

			“Thermal imaging shows six heat signatures in the front of the building—I’m going to guess those are the civvies,” Kenji chimes in. “And another six in the loading bay. I’ve peeped a couple of them and they look to be carrying ARs. Those are probably going to be your hostiles.” 

			“All right,” Brewster says. “Let’s get ready to roll.” 

			Brewster walks us over to the team we’ll be going in with and makes the introductions. The leader of Echo team is a woman I’ve met a few times before. Maria Ordonez is a few inches shorter than I am with black hair and eyes. She’s got a trim, athletic physique, and a fiery, take-no-crap-from-anybody demeanor that reminds me a lot of my old boss, Rosie Espinoza. She and I got on well almost instantly. 

			“Good to see you, Wilder,” she says. “I hear we have you to thank for this little soiree.” 

			“I heard you were getting bored, so I figured we’d try to liven up your day,” I reply. 

			She grins. “Still thinking of others, I see.” 

			“It’s what I do.” 

			“Glad to have you with us,” she says. “Just hang back and you can follow my team in.” 

			“You’re the boss.” 

			“Not yet. But I will be one day,” she says and tips me a wink. 

			As Ordonez turns to brief her team, I turn to my sister who’s already wearing a frown as she puts her hands up.

			“I know, I know,” she says. “I can’t breach with you guys. I get it.” 

			“You can hang out with Kenji. He seems nice,” Astra offers.

			Kit rolls her eyes. “I’m not sure nice is the word I would have used. But at least I’ll be able to keep track of you guys from the drone cameras,” she says. “Watch your backs out there. There are still a lot of unknowns.” 

			“Thanks, Kit. We will,” I say and squeeze her arm. 

			“All right,” Brewster bellows. “Mount up. Let’s roll.” 

			Astra and I jump into one of the black SUVs that’s staged nearby as the rest of Ordonez’s team climb onto the running boards and grab hold of the handles fixed to the roof. Once everybody’s loaded and ready, the SUVs roll out and speed down the narrow street, breaking off into their predetermined routes. Our vehicle races around the building and roars into the rear parking lot from the east.

			Almost before it even stops, Ordonez’s tac team jumps from the running boards and runs toward the loading docks at the rear of the building. Astra and I quickly get out of the car and pull out our Glocks as we fall in behind the tac team. From where I am, I can see Brewster’s team coming in from the east, the tac teams moving swiftly, weapons raised, and ready for business.

			“DEA! Put the weapons down! Now!” Brewster’s deep voice rings out. “DEA! Put the weapons down right now!” 

			And that’s when all hell breaks loose. The crackle of gunfire reverberates through the air, and I hear the whine and ping of rounds ricocheting off the pavement. Ordonez and her team hunch down and return fire, moving toward the building. Agents scatter, looking for cover as the gunfire intensifies. Two of Brewster’s people go down at almost the same time one of Ordonez’s men does. The screaming of the wounded rings in my ears and I feel my stomach churn.

			Ordonez’s team shelters behind a row of dumpsters, everybody looking surprised by the unexpected resistance. One of her agents darts out to grab the wounded man but immediately jumps back as Genov’s men lay down a blast of gunfire. The already wounded man takes another bullet to the thigh, touching off a long, loud scream. 

			“He’s going to bleed out if we don’t get him out of there,” I say.

			“Blake, don’t you do it,” Astra warns.

			Moving in a crouch, I squat down next to Ordonez. “Cover me.”

			“Don’t do it, Wilder. Seriously—”

			“Lay down cover fire,” I insist. 

			Still using the dumpster as a shield, Ordonez stands up and lays down a withering field of cover fire, joined by two of her team. Taking advantage of the cover, I dash out and grab the man by the strap of his vest and see that he’s bleeding from wounds in his neck and thigh. Gritting my teeth, I muster all the strength I can manage and drag him back, not stopping until I get him behind the dumpster with his team. 

			“You’re an idiot,” Astra hisses. “You could have gotten yourself killed.” 

			“I wasn’t going to leave him out there.”

			Ordonez looks to her team. “Get ready to move!” 

			A moment later, I hear half a dozen muffled explosions that are followed by the sound of men screaming in agony. Brewster had obviously deployed flash-bangs to temporarily disable Genov’s men. 

			“Go now! Now!” Ordonez shouts. 

			The five members of her squad who are still upright take off at a run. Astra and I stay behind as we listen to the teams shouting at Genov’s men to drop their weapons. There’s another burst of gunfire but then the brief but fierce battle is over. When the DEA field medic arrives to care for the wounded, Astra and I get up and join the teams on the loading dock. The walls around the doors are pocked with bullet holes and the spent brass gleaming in the sun reminds me of the scene outside the cabin where Anja was executed. 

			“Three dead, one wounded, two in custody,” Ordonez recounts for us. 

			“They put up quite the fight,” I say. 

			“Makes you wonder what they were fighting for.” 

			“Why don’t we go find out?” I ask. 

			“Lead the way, Wilder.” 

			As an ambulance rolls into the back lot and Brewster’s men led the two still healthy combatants away, Astra and I lead Ordonez into the warehouse. The DEA and FBI agents from Organized Crime are already cracking open the crates and boxes that are stacked around. I see them high-fiving each other and slapping one another on the back in a rare display of unity and teamwork. 

			“Got something here, boss,” one of Ordonez’s men calls to her.

			We walk over to the open crate and find that underneath the bottles of bleach it held, there is a false bottom. The agent pulls out a plastic-wrapped brick of what is probably cocaine and flashes Ordonez a wide, toothy smile. 

			“Jackpot,” he says. “There are at least twenty more bricks inside.” 

			She takes the brick and looks at it for a long moment then turns to me with an almost ecstatic look on her face. Assuming we find more crates like this one, this is the sort of bust that can make careers. I have no doubt Brewster is going to get a bump after this, and he’s the sort of man who believes a rising tide lifts all boats, which means Ordonez is going with him. Hefting the brick in her hand, she turns to me with an eyebrow raised skeptically. 

			“You’re really giving up the credit for a bust like this?” she asks. “Why?” 

			“We’re hunting something else,” I reply. 

			“What are you after?” she asks. 

			“Wilder,” Brewster’s deep, resonant voice echoes through the warehouse. “Over here.” 

			I flash Ordonez a grin. “I think we just found it.” 

			She trails behind Astra and me as we weave our way through the army of bodies buzzing around the warehouse, bagging and tagging all the evidence. It seems like more people are showing up every minute. We find Brewster on the far side of the warehouse with a couple of his people. A couple of tall racks on wheels have been pushed aside and they are standing before an open door. 

			“Secret door,” he calls over as we approach. “We might have missed it if Jones here didn’t trip and accidentally push the first rack aside.” 

			Jones shrugs. “Being clumsy paid off for a change.” 

			“We gave it a quick once-over, but there isn’t much in there,” Brewster says then pulls something from behind his back. “But you did say you were looking for a laptop, didn’t you?” 

			Brewster hands it over. “Thank you, Hank. You’ve made my day,” I say then turn to Ordonez. “This is why you folks get the credit for the raid.” 

			She eyes me skeptically. “I hope it’s worth it.”

			“Me, too, Maria.”  
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			Interrogation Suite Beta-Two, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“You are well beyond screwed, Mr. Genov,” I say. 

			He leans back in his chair with an amused smirk on his face. “Is that so?” 

			I nod. “That is so.”

			“And how do you figure this, Agent Wilder?” 

			“Well, let’s start with the staggering amount of drugs we found in your secret warehouse,” I say. “I mean, the weight we found in that warehouse is enough to put you away for life without the remote possibility of parole.” 

			“Several lifetimes, actually,” Astra clarifies. “You will do multiple life sentences—consecutively—which means you won’t ever see the light of day again, Nemet.” 

			His expression darkens and he looks away. After the seizure at his front company, Rick and Nina provided us with even more good news. They’d been able to work some magic that allowed them to unwind the labyrinth of shell companies and corporate filings that definitively linked Genov with the janitorial supply company. Once we got that, we raced across town before he got word of the raid and scooped him up. We feared that if he knew we raided the company and seized all those drugs he would skip town. 

			We got to him in time though, and suffice it to say, he was more than a little surprised to see us. He put on his smooth operator’s face and did his best to appear completely unruffled by what was happening. He even waived his right to counsel, declaring that he had nothing to hide. But his eyes told me something very different when I opened the folder Rick and Nina put together for me. The pages inside lay out the proof that he owns the company where we found the drugs in clear and unequivocal terms. The second he saw what we’d dug up, his tune changed, and he lawyered up.

			“You know you can’t talk to me until my lawyer gets here,” Genov says. 

			“We’re just sitting here with you waiting for your lawyer to get here,” I tell him. “There is no rule against that.”

			“But you should know that once your lawyer gets here, we’re not going to be able to help you, Nemet,” Astra says. “Your lawyer is going to tell you that he doesn’t want us to help you.” 

			“And if you listen to him, you’re going to end up going to prison forever,” I say. 

			“Like it or not, we’ve got you cold, Nemet,” Astra says. “I promise you, not even your thousand-dollar-an-hour mouthpiece is going to be able to save you.”

			“And I guarantee you the DA will be looking to make an example of you,” I press. 

			Genov tries to make a show of not listening and showing us how much he doesn’t care by inspecting his nails. I can see the tightness around his eyes though. His expression is dark, and his body language isn’t nearly as confident or self-assured as he’d like us to think. 

			He lets out a long sigh. “Who told you about the warehouse?” 

			“It’s irrelevant.” 

			“It was Pascal, wasn’t it?” he presses. “Yes, it was Pascal.” 

			“As I said, that’s irrelevant,” I tell him. 

			“Makes sense. I heard he got pinched. Should have known he’d roll,” he grumbles. “That’s no problem. I know how to handle rats.” 

			“Making threats now? In a room where you’re being recorded? Not the smartest move you can make, you know,” Astra says. 

			He shrugs. “I didn’t make a threat. All I said was I know how to handle rats. That’s all.” 

			I lean forward, pinning him to his seat with my icy glare. “I think it’s safe to say that your squeaky-clean image is now sullied within the community,” I say. “Everybody knows who and what you are. They know you’re responsible for pumping poison into the streets—the poison that’s been killing their children. Even if, by some miracle or the sudden shifting of this world into an alternate universe, you manage to beat these charges, people in your community will never look at you the same way. They’ll never feel safe around you again.” 

			He glares at me as he sneers, my barb hitting too close to home for his liking. He knows it’s true. Word of his arrest is already making the rounds. ASAC Brewster has already held a press conference, trumpeting the drug seizure and the news networks got plenty of B-roll footage of agents in DEA gear hauling boxes out of the warehouse. Genov is done in Seattle. 

			“Spoiler alert,” Astra says. “There is no alternate universe where you beat these charges. You’re going down and you’re going down hard.”

			He pauses for a couple of beats and looks down at the table, his expression hardening as the reality of his situation takes firm root. 

			“What is it you want from me?” he asks. “I know it’s got nothing to do with the drugs or you wouldn’t be in here talking to me. As you say, you’ve got me cold. So, what do you really want? What is this all about?”

			Genov is clever and intelligent. It’s one reason he’s been able to survive as long as he has. Unfortunately for him, he ran into a team that is more clever, more intelligent, and more resourceful than he is. 

			A grin curls the corner of my mouth upward. “You put that together pretty quickly.” 

			“I’m not a stupid man, Agent Wilder.” 

			“I never would have said you are. I know better than that.” 

			“Let’s cut the crap then,” he says. “Tell me what you want.” 

			“Tell me about Alekto,” I say. 

			Genov is good. He knows how to keep his cool when the pressure is on. But he’s not that good. He smooths out his features, not wanting to give me anything, but not before I saw his eye twitch in recognition. 

			“I don’t know who that is,” he answers.

			“Interesting that you say who and not what that is,” I reply.

			He frowns, realizing his error. “I have nothing to say about Alekto.”

			“Tell us about the auction then,” Astra says. 

			“I have nothing to say about that either.” 

			“You’re not giving us very much to talk to the DA about on your behalf,” I say. 

			He licks his lips and suddenly won’t meet our eyes. “So be it.” 

			“Are you that afraid of her?” Astra asks. “A big, strong man like you?” 

			He raises his gaze, and his eyes burn with fury. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he hisses. “You don’t know what she’s capable of… or how long her reach is.” 

			“We can protect you,” I say. 

			His bark of laughter is sharp. “It is cute that you think so.” 

			“We have your laptop,” Astra tells him. “If nothing else, give us the password to get in.”

			“No,” he says. 

			“What do you have to hide?” she presses. 

			“I suppose you will never know.” 

			“You don’t think we can crack it?” Astra asks. 

			“No,” he says. “I don’t.” 

			The door to the interrogation suite opens and in steps a tall, lanky, pale man who looks like a mortician in a three-thousand-dollar suit. 

			“Agents, I know you weren’t interrogating my client without me being present,” he says. 

			“We were just having a conversation,” I say. 

			“Conversation’s over. And though I have no desire to be rude, get out,” he quips. “I need to confer with my client. In private.” 

			Astra and I get to our feet and I pick up my file. “Last chance, Mr. Genov. Do yourself a favor and help us out. Tell us about Alekto or give us the password to the laptop.” 

			“I will take my chances in court. My odds of survival seem far better.” 

			I look at him for a long moment then shake my head. “So be it.” 
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			“Please tell me you’ve got something,” I say as I walk into the bullpen. 

			“The security and encryption on this laptop are insane,” Rick says. “Whoever set it up knew what they were doing. This guy has to be like genius level.”

			“I’m betting money it was a girl who set this up,” Nina rebuts. “Boys don’t have the sort of attention to detail this kind of security requires.” 

			As they debate the gender of the programmer who set up Genov’s security, I grimace. It feels like a brick just landed in the bottom of my stomach. If my people can’t crack the security, I have little faith that our field office tech team will be able to. Rick and Nina are two of the most talented techs I’ve ever worked with. 

			I pace back and forth at the front of the room, my mind racing in a thousand directions. “Okay, maybe Brody has a few tricks—” 

			“Easy there, boss,” Rick cuts me off. “We said the security was insane, we never said we couldn’t crack it. No need to bring in the savages.” 

			Nina laughs. “It took some doing, but we put our heads together and got through the layers of security and encryption.” 

			Relief surges through my veins and hope flickers to life in my belly once more. “Jesus, you guys. Did you have to jerk me around like that?” 

			“Have to? No,” Rick says. “But it was kind of enjoyable.” 

			“It was really enjoyable. It’s not often we get to freak you out,” Nina adds. 

			I turn to Astra. “I blame you for this. You’re rubbing off on them.” 

			Kit sits in the corner snickering. “The more I’m around your team, the more I find myself liking them.” 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I say. “Okay, so are you telling me that you cracked the laptop? Or are you yanking my chain again?” 

			“We did,” Rick says. 

			“And what did you find?” 

			“Lots and lots of really good stuff,” Nina says. “We found chat logs between Genov and Alekto. He’s supposed to be hosting the auction for the device—”

			“They never use the words dirty and/or bomb,” Rick jumps in. “They simply refer to it as ‘the device.’ And it’s just one item on a pretty full slate of weapons sales.”

			“The rest of the stuff is pretty standard, although there will be exotic guns, more exotic explosives for sale as well. Alekto is selling starter kits for domestic and international terrorists.” 

			“Wonderful,” I say. “Why was Genov hosting?” 

			“Can’t say for sure other than he was going to get paid well for it,” Rick says. 

			“But I found some things that suggest there’s history between them,” Nina adds. “Reading between the lines of some of their correspondence, I got the feeling they know each other. Well.” 

			“Okay, what about the auction?” I ask. 

			“The auction will be announced, and the location given two hours before it begins. It’s up to the buyers to be there on time. It’s another safety measure so nobody can set up a trap for her. Kit is right about Alekto being paranoid,” Rick answers. 

			“It’s also invite-only,” Nina adds. 

			“How do we secure an invite?” Astra asks.

			“We don’t. And that’s part of the problem,” Rick says. 

			“The invitations were sent out electronically and each of them was embedded with a unique QR code,” Nina says. “They’ll be scanning those codes at the door.”

			“No code, no entry,” Rick says.

			“And probably a bullet for your efforts,” Nina mutters. 

			“Do we know where it is?” I ask. 

			“We’re still working on that,” Rick replies. “There are some locked files that will take a little extra time and effort to crack into. That information is in those files, I’m sure.”

			“It’s a secondary safety measure in case his laptop fell into the wrong hands… which, it obviously has, making it a pretty smart move,” Nina says. 

			“Yeah, wonderful,” I grumble. 

			The bullpen falls silent again and those flames of hope they’d ignited in my belly suddenly sputter, threatening to go out again. My footsteps thump hollowly as I pace back and forth again, trying to find a solution to this mess. I don’t accept that we have no way into this auction. Kit looks at me and smiles as I see the light bulb over her head turn on.

			“You two are computer geniuses who can do just about anything, right?” she asks. 

			“And don’t you forget it,” Nina says.

			“Good. Then I may have an idea,” she says. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“I don’t like it,” Ayad says flatly. 

			“Sir, I think it’s our best option,” I reply. 

			“We’re already set up to do it, sir,” Nina offers. 

			“How are you set up to do it?” 

			He’s standing beside me at the front of the bullpen surveying my team, a stern and disapproving look on his face. I figured there was a chance he was going to be resistant to the plan we spent the evening coming up with and was going to need a little massaging to warm up to the idea. It’s a good thing we prepared for that contingency. Now, it’s just a matter of selling it. 

			“Kit had the idea to backdoor the site they’re using to register and confirm the buyers for their auction,” Nina starts.

			“Frankly, I’m a little ashamed I didn’t think of it,” Rick offers.

			“Frankly, I’m a little ashamed of you, too,” Astra chimes in.

			Irritation flashes across Ayad’s face and Astra immediately falls silent and looks down at her hands. He’s not one for lighthearted banter. 

			“See, sir,” Nina continues. “We’ve hacked into their system and have built in a back door. That allows us to insert an invitation for one of us, complete with a QR code like they’re using. When they scan the invite at the door, it will look genuine because it will be genuine. We’re already set up to get the announcement telling us where and when the auction will be.” 

			“We want to build an identity for whoever we send in undercover,” Rick says. “I’ve already started building that. We just need to plug in the name and photo when I’m done.”

			Ayad seems to think on it for a moment then shakes his head. “I don’t like it. Since you’re already going to get an alert about the auction’s particulars, I think looping in the ATF and going full frontal assault is the best and safest way to go.” 

			“I disagree, sir,” I say. “If we go in with guns blazing, it’s going to be a bloodbath. With the sort of weaponry that’s going to be there for sale, along with whatever these people bring with them, we’re going to lose a lot of people. I guarantee it. We almost lost three DEA agents just raiding Genov’s warehouse.” 

			“Speaking of Genov, isn’t his arrest going to tip Alekto off that something’s amiss?” he asks.

			“It shouldn’t. Just in case she’s watching, and we assume she is, all the paper we have on him in the system is for a drug case. It mentions nothing about her or any sort of weapons sales,” I say. 

			“She’s not going to pass up the chance to cash in. The auction is already in motion and unless she smells a trap, which she shouldn’t, I suspect she’ll proceed with it,” Kit tells him. “Genov was just her set-up man. I assume she’ll have her own advance team handle the auction and make sure everything is kosher before she shows up.” 

			“How do we even know she’s going to be here?” Ayad asks. “It seems like we’re making a lot of assumptions here.” 

			“There is a possibility she’s gotten spooked and won’t show up. But the auction is going to proceed—she’ll lose face if it doesn’t.” 

			“And Alekto cannot afford to have her reputation tarnished. Or rather, she won’t let it be,” Kit says. “She is very conscious of her reputation and her legend. She won’t risk it by pulling the plug over a perceived threat. She’ll simply let somebody else take the fall for her. But given what she’s selling, I’m almost certain she’ll be there.”

			“Again, that’s a lot of assumptions given how little anybody knows about this woman.” 

			“This is one of the things I do know about her with absolute certainty, SAC Ayad,” Kit says, her voice tight. “My partner and I tracked her for a long time, and we got to know a lot about her—just nothing tangible or quantifiable like her identity or origin. But we learned a lot about her personality and behavior. From that perspective, we got to know her very, very well. And I am ninety-nine percent sure she’s going to be there, sir.” 

			“As you know, sir, behavior can be very predictive. It’s what’s allowed this team to have some of the successes we’ve had,” I press. 

			Ayad still doesn’t look convinced. He can sometimes be incredibly risk-averse, which is one of the things I find most maddening about him. Not every situation can be handled with an armed assault. Not every situation should be. 

			“Sir, the benefits of sending one of us in undercover will far outweigh the advantages of sending in tac teams in terms of the intel we stand to gather alone,” I say. “We have the opportunity to ID some of the biggest players in the market. You don’t sell something like a dirty bomb without attracting some of the most ruthless gunrunners and terrorists around. If we send in tac teams, there’s every reason to believe some of these people are going to be either killed or will be able to slip away in the confusion. We may miss our chance to ID some of these monsters and roll up their entire organizations.” 

			“How would this even work? Kit, you said Alekto knows who you are, and Blake, you said it was a good bet if she knows who Kit is, she knows who you are. Would that not extend to your team?” Ayad asks. “If any of you go in undercover, you’ll be spotted and it will likely be game over anyway. Right?” 

			“Not all of us,” I say.

			“What do you mean?” 

			“It might be a good bet that if Alekto knows who Kit is, and we have to assume she does, then yes, she’ll probably know who I am and that would likely extend to my team,” I say. “But we have a team member she’s probably not going to know…”

			As my voice trails off, all eyes in the room turn to Paige Boyle. She sits up straight in her chair and offers Ayad a smile and expression that’s brimming with confidence. We came to the conclusion last night that if we’re going to be able to pull this off, it’s going to have to be with Boyle running the undercover portion of the op. 

			“No. Absolutely not,” Ayad says. “Agent Boyle is too new—”

			“Sir, I excelled at undercover training. I was one of the best in my class,” Boyle says.

			“There’s a difference between training and running an actual op,” Ayad counters in irritation. 

			“I understand that, sir. But why go through all that training if we’re not going to be able to use what we learned out in the field?” she presses. 

			“The question isn’t whether you are going to use what you learned in the field. You will,” Ayad counters. “The question is about timing. Typically, you’re a more seasoned agent with a few years under your belt before you’re thrown into an undercover role with stakes as high as these are, Agent. It’s a matter of experience.” 

			“That’s not exactly true, sir,” I jump in. “I was three weeks out of the academy when I got my first undercover assignment. I tend to believe it has more to do with ability and trust than it does with how long you’ve been on the job.” 

			Ayad scoffs, knowing I’m right. The reason I was successful in my first UC job was partly because I was naturally good at it, but also because I trusted the team backing me up. The right people make all the difference in the world. And I wouldn’t dare suggest Boyle for this assignment if I didn’t believe in my team and know that they were the right people to put her in a position to succeed. They are. And they will. As will I. 

			Ayad lets out a long, slow breath. “I don’t know, Blake. I still think a surprise raid is the best way to go.” 

			“Sir, if we do that, we run the risk of losing Alekto and the bomb she’s selling. Do you want to sit before some Congressional committee answering questions about why that happened if a raid goes sideways, and that bomb ends up getting used? Because I sure don’t,” I insist. “This situation needs to be handled delicately. We need to be smart about it. This could be a career-defining op, sir. For the good or the bad.” 

			Ayad looks away and I can see he’s still torn. Unfortunately, I need his approval to run the op, or I’d just unilaterally declare that it’s what we’re doing. 

			He sighs and runs a hand across his face. “What’s your plan? Walk me through it.”

			“I’m not nixing the idea of a raid, sir. I just want us to get the proper intel before we send in the troops. I want to be able to ID everybody inside, verify the device is there and is being sold before we move in,” I tell him. “So, we’ll stage our tac teams off-site and send Boyle in. She’ll be wired, of course, and will sit through the auction. If all goes right, we’ll have visual IDs on everybody in attendance—including Alekto—and we’ll pull her out then send in the tac teams. But we get IDs first. Then we collapse on the building where the auction is being held and arrest everybody we can get our hands on. My hope is that it doesn’t turn into a firefight, and if it turns into one, that nobody is able to slip away. But if somebody does, we’ll have their face and ID. That will allow us or another agency to scoop them up later.” 

			Ayad crosses his arms over his chest and looks down, a tight, strained expression on his face as he considers my plan. He’s still getting what he wants. But my way gives us another layer of protection in case things go wrong. 

			“Okay,” he says, his voice as tight as his face. “If you’re certain Agent Boyle is up for the job, then I’ll sign off on the op.”

			“I’m more than up for it, sir,” Boyle exclaims. 

			I shoot her a look and she falls silent then looks away. “She’s got solid instincts. I’m confident she’ll be able to get the job done, sir.”

			“Fine. Get with the tac team commanders you’re going to be using then draw up a battle plan and let me see it for final approval.” 

			“Yes, sir,” I say. 

			Ayad turns and walks out of the bullpen and the air in the room immediately feels lighter. Everybody slumps back in their seat, everybody looking wrung out. This has been a taxing case, no question about that, but we’re going to have a few more long nights until this is done. 

			“Boyle, I need to know now if you’re really up for this. I don’t want your bravado or your ego to answer. I want a real, genuine answer,” I say. “If you don’t think you’re up for it yet, there is no shame in saying so. This auction is going to be a shark tank and one wrong step can get you killed. If you’re not there yet, that’s fine. But I need to know now so we can plan this op.” 

			“I’m ready, Chief,” she says. “Let me show you and prove my value to this team.”

			I study her for a long moment, looking for any sort of waver in her confidence, listening for the slightest quaver in her voice that would tell me she’s letting her ego speak for her. But what I hear in her voice is a genuine passion and an unwavering belief in herself. I admire that. 

			“All right,” I say. “Let’s get to work.” 
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			“I feel ridiculous in this dress,” Boyle grumbles. “It’s too short and too shiny. It looks like I’m about to go clubbin’, for God’s sake.” 

			“You look great, and the dress fits your cover perfectly,” I say. “You’re not posing as a bookkeeper. Remember, you’re an oligarch’s daughter.”

			“Yeah, yeah, got it. Oligarch’s daughter.” 

			“Okay, put these on,” Nina says. 

			Boyle’s hand is trembling so hard, she has trouble putting in her earpiece then nearly drops the pair of earrings Nina had just given her. With a soft laugh, I take them from her and put them on for her. Boyle gives me an uneasy smile. 

			“Sorry. Guess I’m a little nervous,” she says.

			“You’d be an idiot if you weren’t,” I say. “Believe it or not, you being nervous makes me feel a little bit better about it all.” 

			“Really?” 

			“Really. It tells me you are aware enough to know the risk you’re about to take,” I tell her. “It tells me you’re not going to walk in there like you think you own the place and draw unnecessary attention to yourself. It tells me you’re likely to be more careful.” 

			“You get all that from a case of nerves?” she asks. 

			“I’ve been doing this for a while, kid,” I tell her. “The last time I saw somebody who wasn’t nervous walk into an op like this, everything went sideways real quick. He overplayed his hand, got made, and wound up getting shot.” 

			“Jesus,” she whispers. 

			“He survived, and I like to think, learned a valuable lesson from the experience.” 

			Sitting in the shadow of the bright lights and roaring crowd over at T-Mobile Park and on the waterfront, our staging area is in the large warehouse of the import/export company that used to be housed here until it went belly up a few years back in the recession. Our target building, an old club that also has been abandoned for some time, is in a lot that sits closer to the stadium. Like the janitorial supply company, it’s owned by Nemet Genov, but was carefully hidden behind layers of paperwork. That’s where the auction is being held. 

			It’s a smart place to hold it. With a lot of the buildings having been torn down, there is a lot of open ground around the club. It’s also close to the city streets of Seattle as well as a few nearby freeway onramps. The large, empty lots make it not just easy to see us coming, but if we don’t time it right, it gives the attendees time to lose themselves either downtown or hop on a freeway and lose themselves in the traffic. It couldn’t be a worse position for us, tactically speaking. 

			But this is where the text told us to come for the auction and so, here we are. With the auction getting ready to start, it’s not like we have many options or the time to come up with a better plan. Ayad is standing off to the side of the warehouse with Captain Holder, probably discussing all the holes in my plan. I would have preferred him not to be here—I’m stressed out enough as it is. But he insisted.

			“Okay,” Nina says. “Those earrings aren’t just pretty, shiny things. We’ve got a camera and mic installed in them. But they’re not currently on—we assume they’re going to sweep you for wires when you get there.” 

			“Right. So, how do I turn them on?” Boyle asks. 

			Rick hands her what looks like a regular key fob. “This does all the things a normal fob will do—set your alarm, unlock the car, blah, blah, blah, so it’ll pass any inspection,” he says. “But hit that red button on the bottom there twice and it will start your A/V equipment recording.” 

			“Nice. I feel like James Bond,” Boyle relays. “Got any pen guns or knives hidden in a lipstick case? Anything like that?” 

			“You’re taking your Glock,” I tell her. “They’ll probably confiscate it at the door, but it would look off if you don’t show up armed.” 

			“Got it,” Boyle says. 

			“And this is your ID package,” Nina says, handing her an ID, credit card, and other items that establish her cover. 

			“Go over your cover with me again,” I tell her. 

			“My name is Jalina Yenin. I’m twenty-five years old and was born in St. Petersburg. My father is Barkov Yenin, the head of a Russian mafia family, and he has sent me here to bid on the bomb,” she says in a perfect Russian accent. “Since my two brothers were killed, my father is grooming me to take control of the family in time. Securing this bomb is a way to establish my family’s dominance and to keep everybody else in check. It is also a test to ensure I have what it takes to be a leader.” 

			“Good. And that’s all backstopped, so if they run a computer check, which I’m sure they will, that’s the information they’ll find,” I say. “Now, say it all again in Russian.” 

			Boyle repeats it all in flawless Russian. At least, I’m going to have to assume it’s flawless, since I don’t speak it. She does though, which is another reason I was so insistent on her being our UC. If Alekto is Russian or Belarusian, it will give them a point of commonality if Boyle is able to speak her language. It might not mean anything, or it might mean everything. We won’t know until everything starts happening. 

			“Good,” I say. “What is the safe word?” 

			“Baseball,” she says.

			“Right. You say that word and we’ll come running.”

			“Here’s hoping I won’t have to use it.” 

			“I think she’s good,” Astra says. “And she’s got ten minutes to get to the venue.” 

			“Right,” I say. “You ready?” 

			Boyle nods. “I am. Nervous, but ready.”

			“We can pull the plug right now—”

			“I’m good, Chief. I’m good.” 

			“All right. Get on the road then,” I say. “We’ll be watching.” 

			She snaps me a salute then walks to the sleek, sporty, silver Aston Martin Vantage we borrowed from impound for this op. Boyle is supposed to be a Russian mobster’s daughter, so she needs to look the part, and a mob boss’ little girl is not going to show up in a Prius. Once she drives off, the rest of us retreat to the command tent inside the warehouse. 

			“The tac teams are in position and ready, Chief.”

			“Thank you, Captain Holder,” I say. 

			We have one team led by Lieutenant Cone stationed in a building on the northern side of the target building hidden behind a screen of shipping containers that had been stacked there fortuitously. Holder is with his team here on the south side, ready to roll out the moment we give the word. With SPD teams to the east waiting in reserve, and Elliott Bay to the west, we hope to catch all the auction goers in between us when we make our move. I’ve also positioned spotters on rooftops all around us, keeping an eye on the target building and ensuring none of our assets has been seen. 

			Rick and Nina are sitting at the table in the command tent, each of them with three laptops open in front of them. Their eyes are fixed on the screens and their hands fly over the keys, bringing up lines of data as well as a live feed from Boyle’s surveillance equipment. 

			“Agent Boyle, mic check,” Nina says into the mic next to one of her computers. 

			There’s a crackle from the speakers and then the shrill racket of electronic club music comes blaring out of them, nearly drowning out the sound of the Aston Martin’s racing engine.

			“Oh my God, this car is amazing!” Boyle shouts over the music. “Do you think they’ll let me keep it when this op is done?” 

			“Jesus, Boyle. Turn the music down,” I shout into the mic. 

			“No can do, Chief. This is all part of my cover. This is exactly how a mobster’s daughter would roll up—loud and not subtle,” she says and laughs. 

			Kit shrugs. “I mean, she’s not wrong. Makes her cover more solid.” 

			I groan and shake my head. “I kind of have a feeling this is exactly how Paige rolls up wherever she goes, too.” 

			“Okay, I’m here,” Boyle says. “Temporarily going dark.” 

			There’s a crackle then her comms cut out as she turns it all off to avoid electronic detection. My arms folded over my chest, I chew on my bottom lip as we sit in the dark, waiting for Boyle’s camera and audio feeds to come back up. Hoping they come back up. A thousand terrible thoughts race through my mind, each one worse than the last. Did I send Boyle in before she was ready? Was Ayad right about Boyle needing more experience before sending her into a viper’s pit like that auction house? Did my almost psychotic desire to close this case get her killed? 

			“It’s going to be okay,” Kit whispers, putting her hand on my shoulder. “She’s going to be fine.” 

			“I hope so.”

			“She’s good, Blake. You put her in there for a reason. Because on some level, you know that she’s a solid agent. Give her the chance to show you,” Astra says.

			“Yeah. What she said,” Kit adds and flashes me a grin. 

			“I’ve been working with her ever since that dressing-down you gave her the other day,” Mo says. “If you don’t trust your instincts right now, trust mine. She’s more than solid. Actually, she reminds me a lot of you in some ways.” 

			“Told you,” Kit says. 

			“I said the same exact thing,” Astra says.

			“Stubborn. Hardheaded. Independent. No filter. Incredibly obstinate. Yep, sounds about right,” Rick says. 

			I wait for a moment then look at Nina. “Nothing from your section of the peanut gallery?” 

			“Nah. I think they covered it all,” she says.  

			After a bout of silence, I try to remain patient but feel my body tightening up so hard, it’s almost painful. The longer Boyle’s comms stay dark and we have no communication with her, the more tension I feel creeping into my muscles. 

			Another couple of minutes pass by with no word from Boyle and my body is wound tighter than a bowstring. My stomach is churning, and my skin is tingling with nervous energy. I look over toward Captain Holder and am just about to give him the sign to move in when the speakers crackle. The picture on Nina’s laptop blinks to life, giving us a view of the club from Boyle’s perspective. She snags a glass of champagne from a tuxedo-wearing server as she passes by and raises to a group of men sitting in a nearby booth. 

			“I’m in,” Boyle whispers. 

			A long breath of relief bursts from my mouth when she comes back online and the sudden release of tension in my body leaves me shaking. I have to take a beat to gather myself. 

			“Okay. Okay, good. Stay alert and be ready,” I tell my team. “Rick, Nina, start running facial rec on everybody the camera catches.”

			“Already getting image captures,” Nina says.

			“You take those and I’ll start feeding them to the database,” Rick tells her.

			They immediately set to work in sync, their fingers flying at lightning speed. For all their banter, the two really are an unbeatable team. 

			“All right,” I say as I watch the rookie moving deeper into the club on the screens. “We’ve got to let this all play out. No going back now.” 
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			“This is a serious who’s who of criminals,” Rick mutters. “We’ve got people with rap sheets longer than I am tall.”

			“Still a lot more coming,” Nina reports. “There’s a whole corner she hasn’t even made her way over to yet.” 

			Boyle moves through the crowd, deftly weaving around the bodies milling about and making pleasant conversation with some of them. The interior is dimly lit and has copious amounts of blue neon, but looks to be clean and well-maintained. The booths and chairs are made from light wood and covered with red vinyl. There is a stage that bisects the club floor, but the brass pole looks to have been removed. Thankfully. In its former life, this place was a gentleman’s club, and it still looks the part.

			Everybody in the old club is dressed to the nines and everybody has a drink in hand, and soft string music is playing, making the whole affair seem elegant. It’s so genteel you’d almost forget they’re selling weapons of mass destruction under that roof. 

			“This seems like the social event of the season,” Astra cracks.

			“Right?” Kit replies with a laugh. 

			“Is it me, or does it seem like there are a lot of women mixed in with these shady gun runners and killers?” I ask. 

			“I call it progress,” Kit says. “Even women can be accepted as murderous scumbags now.” 

			I shake my head and stifle a laugh. “You’re getting full digital captures on all the images of these dirtbags, right?”  

			“Yes, ma’am,” Nina says. “We’re getting them all.”

			“Take a look at this,” Boyle’s whispered voice comes through the speakers. 

			The camera pans down and we see that she’s holding a tablet. She casually scrolls through the electronic pages, showing us the high-res, glossy images of the weapons that are all up for sale. 

			“My God, Alekto puts on a show, doesn’t she?” I ask.

			“The woman understands the power of production value,” Kit says. 

			“She’s selling Stingers, Javelins, AKs, ARs, AT4s, RPGs, Redeyes—this is unreal. Wait, go back a page,” Astra says into the mic, and, on the screen, Boyle flips back a page. “Jesus. She’s selling a tank, Blake. How in the hell did she get a tank?” 

			“The better question is who the hell would buy a tank?” Rick asks. 

			“Warlords,” I reply. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the cartels were trying to get their hands on one. It would probably tip the balance of power down there, wouldn’t it?” 

			“I’m pretty sure that is a Soviet T62,” Kit says. “If I had to guess, Alekto was able to get those from somebody who scooped them up when the Soviets abandoned them as they pulled out of Afghanistan back in the ‘80s. There were literally dozens just left there to rot.”

			Through the speakers, we hear the sound of a bell chiming and from Boyle’s POV, we see the auction attendees all taking their seats. 

			“We will begin shortly, please take your seats,” a woman’s voice comes through the speakers. 

			“Here we go,” Boyle whispers. 

			She sits down at a table with a pair of Japanese men. They look her up and down, their eyes narrowed suspiciously. One says something to the other in his native tongue and they turn away. On the screen, we watch as a tall, elegant woman steps out from behind the curtain and walks down the main stage, moving with a self-assured grace and confidence. Five-eleven at least, the woman has a fair, flawless complexion, startling blue eyes, and black, silky hair. She’s lean and athletic—she’s got a dancer’s body and moves with a sultry poise that’s almost hypnotic. 

			“That’s Alekto,” Kit gasps. “That has to be her.” 

			“Jesus. That woman is gorgeous,” Astra says. “Why is she running guns and not modeling? She looks like she could have had a successful career on the runway.” 

			“Byron thought it was the family business,” Kit says. “Groomed her from childhood to take over once he stepped down.” 

			“That’s quite the legacy,” Astra replies. 

			She raises the microphone to her lips. “Thank you all for coming.”

			The entire house goes silent in an instant. Somehow, she has an almost hypnotic hold over everyone in the room—including those of us just watching through the camera feed. “You have all been furnished with tablets that show you tonight’s selections. Should you have the winning bid on an item, you will be required to pay half tonight and the balance upon delivery of said item,” she says curtly. It’s professional and kind, but there is not a hint of warmth in it. “Now, take a moment to freshen up your drinks, scroll through the catalog one last time, and prepare your offers. We will begin shortly.”

			“I can’t place her accent. It’s vague and muddled,” I say. “It could be Russian. It could be any of half a dozen different things.” 

			“Byron said she purposely muddles her accent to prevent anybody from knowing where she came from,” Kit replies. “He believed she did it to protect her family. If nobody knows what country she comes from, they can’t go after them.” 

			“I can definitely see that kind of opsec from someone like this,” Astra notes. 

			“Guys,” Boyle whispers urgently. “She’s coming over.” 

			On the camera feed, we watch as Alekto glides toward Boyle. Just behind the woman’s right shoulder, I see another woman keeping pace, her cold gaze fixed on Boyle. Sizing her up. Appraising her. Unlike Alekto, the other woman’s movements are quick. Efficient. Her hair is short and dark, she’s got hard green eyes, and a strong jawline. She’s fit, moves like she knows how to take care of herself, and makes me think she’s ex-military. 

			“Alekto’s bodyguard,” Astra muses.

			“Stay cool, Paige,” I say. “Just stay cool and stay in character.” 

			Alekto stops in front of Boyle, the woman’s cool blue eyes moving up and down, taking her in appraisingly. The woman standing behind Alekto glares at Boyle, her arms locked to her sides, her posture deceptively relaxed. She reminds me of a snake that’s coiled and ready to strike. I have no doubt if Boyle were still armed, Alekto’s bodyguard could put a bullet in her forehead before she even got her Glock out. 

			“I do not know you,” Alekto says.

			“Of course. This is fair, since I do not know you either,” Boyle replies smoothly. “I only know you by your reputation… which is quite impressive and well-earned.” 

			“And you are?” Alekto asks. 

			“Jelina Yenin. My father is Barkov. I assume you’ve heard of him,” Boyle replies. 

			Part of Boyle’s cover is based on real people, which should help sell it. Barkov Yenin is, in fact, a Russian mobster, though he’s from a smaller, not very prominent family, and not a lot is known about them. Alekto can look him up and find that Barkov Yenin is a real person and that he has a daughter who is roughly Boyle’s age. Thankfully for us, the actual Jelina Yenin has no presence online, and the only photos of her we could find show a woman who looks somewhat similar to Boyle. The resemblance is passable. At least, I hope it is.

			Alekto turns to her bodyguard who immediately looks down at the tablet in her hand, presumably looking up the name Barkov Yenin. Alekto turns back to Boyle as her bodyguard works. 

			“This is Irina. She is my right hand and is very protective of me,” Alekto says. “I do not like seeing strange faces at my gatherings. It makes me suspicious.” 

			“This is wise,” Boyle says. “But one must be careful to not let suspicions become a paranoia that interferes with business. In my experience, this is bad business.” 

			“And what is your business, Miss Yenin?” 

			“I come on behalf of my father,” she says. “My family seeks to make a move back in St. Petersburg. We are looking to expand. We are a small house right now but have very big plans for the future.” 

			“She’s good,” Astra says. “She’s really good.” 

			“Smooth, comes across as natural and sincere,” Kit adds. “She’s got a real future in this. The Agency would be more than happy to poach somebody with her skills.” 

			“Too bad. The Agency can’t have her,” Astra says. 

			“Can one of you run facial rec on Irina? I want to know who she is,” I ask. 

			“Already pushing it through,” Rick reports.

			“How did you happen to come by an invitation to my auction?” Alekto asks. 

			“My father is friendly with Nemet Genov,” Boyle replies. “Mr. Genov sent the invitation and suggested you might have something for sale that might help us achieve those plans for the future we have.” 

			“I see,” Alekto replies. 

			Rick spins around in his chair. “Her real name is Marina Kokot and she is former Belarusian military. She changed her identity almost twenty years ago,” he calls out. “She’s wanted by Interpol, and they were closing in on her back in the day when she disappeared. There hasn’t been a sighting of her since. Presumably, she’s been working for Alekto, who has a knack for staying off everybody’s radar, this whole time.”

			On the screen, Marina Kokot steps forward and says something quietly to Alekto, who nods then turns back to Boyle. Though her eyes are still narrowed suspiciously, a faint smile touches the corners of her mouth. 

			“And what is it you are after tonight, Ms. Yenin?” Alekto asks. 

			Boyle gives a chuckle. “My father believes more guns are the answer.”

			“Judging by the tone in your voice, it seems clear you don’t believe that.”

			“I don’t. Guns are messy, and frankly, I have no desire to lead my house into a war of attrition with the other bottom feeders,” she says. “I want something that will eliminate them all at once and leave us standing alone at the top of the food chain.” 

			“And what is it you think will do that?” Alekto asks. 

			Boyle looks down at the tablet and flips through a few of the pages, landing on the one with a black case with a yellow radioactive symbol on it. She taps on it. 

			“This,” Boyle says with a stern tone in her voice. “This will bring about a new order in St. Petersburg and will change the fortunes of my family. This is what we can do: Make a deal with me for this device. Keep it off the auction block and I can make it worth your while. Is it here? Can I buy it and take it back to St. Petersburg with me tonight?”

			Alekto frowns, the look of suspicion on her face growing thicker, setting the alarm bells ringing in my head. Alekto exchanges a glance with Marina and some bit of silent communication passes between them. Marina abruptly turns then walks away, and I don’t like how Alekto is suddenly looking at Boyle, like an owl staring at a field mouse it’s about to devour. I key open the mic. 

			“Back off, Boyle,” I say. “You’re pressing too hard. You’re making her suspicious.”

			“This sort of device seems to be a little much for what amounts to a gang war, doesn’t it?” Alekto says smoothly. “Detonating it would render your city unlivable for years.” 

			“Sometimes, the mere threat of a device like this is enough,” Boyle says. “A deterrent like this could put my family on the map. It’s just what I’m looking for.” 

			“Boyle, back off. Stop pressing her on this,” I repeat. 

			“She’s about to blow her cover,” Ayad presses from behind us. “We need to move in now.” 

			“She’s fine, sir. Let her play this out,” I tell him. “We need to confirm the device is here. If we go in now and it’s not here, we’re all screwed.” 

			“We’ve got Alekto and a number of other wanted international fugitives in our sights. I’m not going to let them get away,” Ayad says. “And I’m also not going to risk the life of a Bureau agent. You said yourself her cover is blown. It’s time to go in.” 

			“Sir—”

			“This isn’t up for discussion, Chief,” Ayad says then turns. “Captain Holder—” 

			Before he can finish his sentence, the sound of an explosion and the sharp chatter of gunfire rip through the nighttime air. As the radios burst to life with frantic voices, my stomach lurches and electricity crackles along my skin, making every hair on my body stand on end. Kit and Astra look at me with expressions as stunned as my own as all hell breaks loose outside.  

			“We need to get over there,” I say. “Now!” 
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			The open lots between the warehouse and the defunct club look like a war zone. Fireballs, bright and orange, rise into the sky. As our SUV comes to a screeching halt and we bail out of the back, I see the darkened silhouettes of our tac teams racing toward the building, weapons up, shouting commands to the men and women staggering out of the former gentleman’s club. Our teams move in, putting the buyers down on their knees as they secure them with plastic cuffs. 

			The building itself is on fire, sending a dark column of smoke into the sky so thick it blots out the stars overhead. Apparently, part of the security measures Genov had put in place included wiring the place to blow in case of law enforcement to burn up all the evidence inside. I hate to admit, it was a smart play. Another explosion shakes the ground beneath our feet and sends a pillar of flame shooting high into the darkness overhead. It draws a cascade of gasps and startled cries from the well-heeled auction-goers.

			“We need to get everybody away from the building,” Astra yells. “The whole place is going up in flames!”

			The lot around us is utter chaos. Black SUVs and armored SWAT vehicles surround the place, the red bubble lights flashing, adding to the frenzied scene. Members of the tac teams and agents in Bureau windbreakers swarm all around us, cuffing the stunned, soot-stained people staggering out of the club in a daze. I look around, searching the faces of the people running around wildly as they try to contain the scene. I don’t see the one face I’m looking for though. 

			“Do you see Boyle?” I call to Kit.  

			She shakes her head. “I don’t.”

			“I think she’s still inside!” Astra shouts over the roar of the voices all around us.

			Astra runs over to help Holder get the zip-tied suspects on their feet and move them away from the building and out of the smoke. The roof of the building is aflame, and smoke is leaking out of the windows. I can feel the heat from the flames from where we’re standing. 

			“It’s not going to be long before the whole building comes down,” I say. 

			“Alekto is using this chaos as cover to get away,” Kit comments. “We need to get in there. We need to find her.” 

			“We need to find Boyle,” I say. 

			“She’s probably still inside looking for Alekto. She’s not the type to let her get away.” 

			I hesitate. My stomach is churning and my skin feels like it’s on fire. 

			“Kit, come on!” I shout. “Come with me!” 

			My sister and I sprint toward the burning building, weaving through and around the crush of bodies that are running around in the madness. We plunge into the building and pause. With flames crawling up the walls and roiling along the ceiling, and the interior of the building cast in an eerie, flickering orange light, it looks like a scene straight out of hell. I cover my mouth with my hand, trying to stifle my coughing. The roar of the flames is loud—louder than I expected fire could be. 

			“I don’t see anybody in here,” Kit calls over the din. 

			My eyes watering, I scan the club, searching for Boyle or Alekto, but see nobody. It’s then that my gaze falls on the open door near the back. 

			“There!” I call and point. 

			“Go! Go!” 

			I pull my Glock as we dash for the door, and I step in front of my sister. My weapon raised, I go through first and sweep the room. 

			“Clear,” I say and cough. 

			Kit comes in behind me, her service weapon—an HK P30—raised, and she slowly sweeps the right side as I take the left. 

			We quickly move through the back of the club clearing every room and don’t find Boyle or Alekto anywhere. The heat from the flames is growing more intense and the smoke is getting thicker. My throat feels raw and I’m starting to get lightheaded. 

			“We need to get out of here,” Kit says as she breaks into a coughing fit.

			“Over there,” I say, pointing to an exit sign above a door. 

			We crash through the door and stumble into the fresh night air. Kit and I trip over each other’s feet and go down in a heap. We gasp and suck down lungful after lungful of clean oxygen, trying to rid ourselves of the smoke filling our bodies. 

			“There,” Kit says.

			I follow her gaze to see a body laying in a crumpled heap on the ground about twenty yards from us. It’s Boyle and she’s not moving. 

			“Oh, God,” I croak and scramble to my feet. 

			I dart over to Boyle and fall to my knees beside her, quickly checking her over for wounds. Other than a gash on her forehead that’s slicked half her face in crimson, I don’t see any other obvious injuries. She opens her eyes but still looks dazed. Kit kneels down and helps her into a sitting position and gives her another once over, looking for wounds I might have missed. But she gives me a shake of the head, telling me she’s okay. 

			“Paige,” I say. “Are you all right? What happened?” 

			“I’m okay. She got the drop on me. Clocked me with something heavy,” she replies, and then her eyes widen. “She’s got the bomb, Chief. She’s got the bomb in the case. This all just happened so they don’t have much of a head start on us. We need to go get them.”

			“Alekto has the bomb?” 

			Boyle shakes her head. “No. The bodyguard—Irina or whatever her name is,” she says. “They split up. Irina took off toward the stadium with the bomb. Alekto headed down toward the docks. I think she’s got a boat down there. We’ve got to stop them.” 

			“You’re not doing anything. Get up front and get to one of the buses that are arriving,” I tell her. “You might have a concussion so get yourself checked out.”

			“I’m fine. I can help—”

			“That’s an order, Boyle,” I snap, then look at Kit, who as usual, is a step ahead of me.

			“I’m going after the bodyguard,” Kit says. 

			“And I’ll go after Alekto,” I say. “Boyle, get to the bus. I mean it.” 

			Kit is already off and running, vanishing into the haze of smoke in the direction of the stadium as I get to my feet and sprint for the docks. My lungs burning from the smoke, I lower my head and press on, running as fast as my legs will carry me until I get to the rail above the marina. I only stop to catch my breath for a second and scan the area. Off to the left are several commercial ships and to my right are luxury yachts. I run down the ramp and head for the yachts, figuring that since Alekto is a woman of style, she wouldn’t travel in the cargo hold of a commercial freighter. 

			As I’m heading for the yachts though, movement in the corner of my eye draws my attention. I turn and see Alekto running down one of the docks toward a Chris-Craft Barrel Back-style speedboat tied to a slip that’s partially shielded by the bigger yachts. She’s got a sizeable head start on me, but she’s in heels and not moving particularly fast, as I take off after her. 

			I’m covering the ground and closing the gap between us quickly. But my footsteps are heavy on the wooden planks of the dock and Alekto glances over her shoulder and sees me. She wheels around and in one smooth, fluid motion, pulls a Sig Sauer from beneath her coat and raises it. The sharp crack of the shot registers in my brain a moment before I see the blindingly bright muzzle flash and throw myself to the side. A chunk of the concrete piling I’d been standing next to just a moment before slices through my cheek, making me wince.

			Sheltering behind a steel dock box, I peek my head just above the ledge. A pair of shots ring out, pinging off the box, sending up a shower of sparks that forces me to take cover again. I wait for a moment then peek over the top of the box again and see Alekto running for the boat. There’s a man on board who is already casting off the lines. Jumping to my feet, I race down the dock again, raising my weapon and drawing a bead. 

			“FBI!” I shout. “Stop moving and get down on your knees!” 

			The man on the boat pulls a weapon from the holster beneath his jacket but before he can raise it, I fire two shots. His body jerks and twitches as the bullets punch through him and he pitches over the side of the boat, hitting the water with a loud splash. I wheel around to find Alekto raising her weapon, an expression of savage rage on her face. I squeeze off another pair of shots that force her to dive to the side. Heedless of the danger, I press my advantage and sprint down the dock, quickly covering the distance between us.

			As I reach her, Alekto lashes out with her foot and catches me in the side of the knee, drawing a squeal of pain from me as I go down. She leaps to her feet before I can get back to my own, this time catching me in the wrist. Pain lances through my arm, reverberating all the way up to my shoulder and my gun spins off, following Alekto’s driver to the bottom of the murky waters of Elliott Bay. Her kick having thrown her off balance, I piston my foot out before she can regain her footing, catching her in the back of the knee. 

			Alekto stumbles and drops to a knee with a grunt as I scramble back to my feet and return the favor by delivering a vicious kick to her wrist. She lets out a yelp of pain and her weapon flies out of her hand, joining mine in the water. I bounce back on my heel and then step forward to deliver another kick, but she catches my foot before it lands and gives it a brutal twist. A pained grunt bursts from my lips as I stumble away from her, nearly going down hard on the dock again but somehow, manage to keep my feet. 

			“Stop this,” I gasp. “Stop fighting. This is over, Alekto.” 

			“The hell it is.” 

			Without her weapon, Alekto rushes me with a snarl. The boldness of her attack takes me by surprise; I can’t get out of the way quick enough and her fist clips my chin, snapping my head to the side. My mouth fills with the coppery taste of my blood but before I can react, she throws another haymaker that smashes into my cheek. Bright lights burst behind my eyes and my vision wavers. 

			Alekto wades in, feinting to the left, but I’m prepared for it, and when she comes back to the right, she runs straight into my fist. She grunts and her head snaps back. Blood flows from her nose, marring that perfect complexion. Before she can react, I’ve already thrown another punch that crashes into the other side of her face, violently snapping her head the other way. Alekto stumbles to the right, looking as if she’s about to go down again. I take a step toward her to finish her off but the glint of silver catches my eye a moment before Alekto spins back toward me.

			I throw myself back but the tip of the blade slices through the sleeve of my shirt, cutting a furrow across my bicep. I feel the blood, warm and tacky, flowing down my arm. Alekto steps forward again, her blade already cutting through the air in a murderous arc. I dance backward, narrowly avoiding being disemboweled and as Alekto’s momentum carries her forward, I drive my elbow backward, hearing the snap and feeling her nose crumple. I spin around, grabbing the woman by the hair, and yank her hair down. At the same time, I raise my knee with as much force as I can muster. 

			As my knee smashes into Alekto’s face, I feel her body go limp. Her knees buckle and she collapses to the wooden dock beneath us with a low groan. She tries to push herself up again, but I grab her hair, pull her head up, and drive another punch into the side of her head, putting her back down. Blood spills from her nose and mouth and stains the wood beneath her. 

			“Stay down and don’t move,” I order. 

			Moving quickly, I pull the handcuffs out of the pouch on my belt and twist one hand behind her back, then the other and cuff them both. My breathing is ragged, my head is spinning, and the slice on my arm feels like it’s on fire. But I feel a smile touch my swollen and bloody lips anyway. 

			“You’re under arrest,” I tell her as I haul the woman to her feet. “You are done.” 

			She gives me a ghastly smile. “We will see about that, Agent. We will see.” 
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			Firefly Gentleman’s Club, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			By the time I walk Alekto back up to the strip club, the fire crews are already there putting out the blaze. The absolute bedlam that had reigned before has been tamped down to organized chaos as feds and first responders dash around tending to the wounded and putting out fires both literal and figurative. The bodies of Alekto’s men who didn’t survive the blast or Ayad’s initial assault litter the ground like the brass shell casings glittering in the ambient light, and a number of our team sit in the back of ambulances getting patched up. 

			The smoke billowing from the burned-out shell of the club has gone from an inky black to white and they’ve knocked down most of the flames. There isn’t much left of the club though, and everything inside we could have used as evidence is likely gone along with it. Thank God we still have Boyle’s camera footage. Given that some of the targets in the club escaped in all the confusion, it’s the only way we’re going to be able to ID some of them. 

			“Blake, are you all right?” Ayad asks, sounding genuinely concerned. 

			“Bumps and bruises. It’s nothing,” I say. 

			“You sure?” he asks.

			“Yes, sir. I’m good,” I tell him. 

			“Good. Good,” he replies. “And good job dragging her in and not letting her get away, Chief. You did good. But we’ve got one more problem.” 

			“What’s the problem?” I ask.

			“Put her down there with the others then follow me,” he says. 

			“Yes, sir.”

			I turn and walk Alekto over to the staging area where we’ve got the rest of the suspects zip-tied and sitting on the ground waiting for transport to jail. I put Alekto down with the rest of them. 

			“Way to go, champ,” Astra says with a grin. “Looks like you went twelve rounds with Conor McGregor. But you gave as good as you got. You got skills, kid.” 

			Alekto glares at her. “What is your name?” 

			“Why does it matter?” 

			“Because I’m going to kill you and I wish to have your name right,” Alekto says. 

			“Oh, she’s funny, too,” Astra cracks. 

			“Watch her closely, will you? I need to go deal with Ayad’s situation,” I ask. 

			“This whole thing is Ayad’s situation,” she mutters darkly. “If he hadn’t been so eager to send in the troops—” 

			“I know. But what’s done is done. Nothing we can do about it now. Just watch her,” I say.

			“I’m on it.” 

			Off to the side and out of the way of the madness all around us, I see Ayad standing with Kit, Holder, and Cone. I walk over to them and find Marina—Alekto’s bodyguard—sitting on the ground, her hands zip-tied behind her back with a look of pure hatred on her face. Boyle is kneeling down next to her. My eye lands on the black case standing open between them filled with wires and tubes labeled RDX and PETN. There is a third tube marked with the nuclear symbol and everybody is wearing an expression that borders on terrified. It’s only then that I notice the bright red numbers that are counting down—and currently show a time that just ticked down to eleven minutes.

			“What the hell is this?” I ask. 

			“Your sister and Agent Boyle were able to subdue Alekto’s bodyguard,” Ayad says. “Once they had her in custody, Agent Boyle was able to locate the device this woman had tried to plant closer to the stadium.” 

			“We wanted to be sure,” Marina hisses with a diabolical grin. “It doesn’t matter. We are close enough right here. Just think of all those innocent people in the stadium, Agents. Tens of thousands of people will be killed by the fallout of this device.” 

			“Give me the code to stop it,” Boyle demands. 

			Marina is bloodied, battered, and half her face is slicked with blood, giving her a nightmarish visage, but she still laughs and spits a crimson glob on the ground at Boyle’s feet. 

			“I’ll give you nothing. We will all die here together. All of us, everybody in the stadium—everybody,” she says. “Unless you let Alekto and myself go. Do that and we will give you the code to disarm the bomb. After we are safely away, of course.” 

			She gives us a bloody, malicious smile as Ayad pulls me to the side. Kit steps over to us, their expressions as tight with tension and fear as their bodies. 

			“Bomb squad is still thirty minutes out,” Ayad says. “They’ll never get here in time.” 

			“And I’m afraid of trying to disarm the thing. If I screw it up, I might set it off myself.” 

			My mind starts spinning, the knots in my stomach constricting until they’re painful and my head buzzing with a healthy dose of fear.

			“The explosives in that case will leave a good-sized hole in this lot but probably won’t damage the stadium,” I say. “Our problem is going to be the radioactive fallout. That’s going to blanket the stadium and probably a good portion of downtown. It will probably kill thousands.” 

			“And we’ll never get the stadium evacuated in time,” Ayad says. 

			“Nine minutes and twelve seconds, Agents,” Marina taunts us. “You can stop all this right now if you just let us go. You’ll be saving thousands of lives.” 

			“I hate this. I hate this. But she’s right,” Ayad growls. “We might have no choice but to let them go. We can’t risk the lives of everybody in the downtown area.” 

			“Sir, we can’t just let them walk away from this,” I say. “They’ll just turn around and sell another bomb if we do.” 

			“Blake, we need to think about the lives we’d be saving right now.” 

			“We’re balancing the lives we save now against the lives that will be lost in the future if we let them go,” I press. 

			“It’s a bad calculus to have to make but I agree with him,” Kit says. “We can for sure save thousands of lives now. And there’s every reason to believe that we can get to them before they sell another bomb—” 

			“Kit, you and your partner tracked this woman for years. There are people in the Agency who still don’t believe she exists,” I snap. “What reason do we have to believe we can find her again before her weapons kill more people? You know if we let her walk, she’ll go to ground, tighten her security, and we may never get another shot at her. And that’s even assuming she’s telling the truth at all.” 

			Kit and Ayad exchange a look with each other, both sporting matching frowns. They know I’m right. But they both still look committed to letting Alekto walk. It’s not that I don’t understand what they’re saying. I do. We’re all dealing with hypotheticals and probabilities. I’m gambling that Marina doesn’t want to die and will give us the code before the bomb goes off. They don’t share my optimism. Not that I can blame them. It’s a huge roll of the dice and one that, if I’m wrong, very well could kill tens of thousands of people right now. 

			Playing the odds and having to balance one set of lives against another seems to be the theme of my life these days. I’m having to do it now, as we try to stop this dirty bomb from going off, and I’m having to do it with Eurus. He’s still running around dropping bodies while we’re trying to save this city. I’ve had to make the hard calculus and factor in the greater good when I had to choose to put his case on the back burner while we chased down Alekto. One body every three days versus tens of thousands of bodies in one night. I had to make that choice. And now, it seems like I’m having to make it again, although on a greater scale.

			“Eight minutes, Agents,” Marina calls out. 

			“All right, I’m making the call,” Ayad says. “We’re letting them walk.” 

			“Sir—”

			“Unless you have a better plan or can disarm that bomb, Chief Wilder, we have no choice but to let them go. I will not be responsible for what happens if that bomb goes off,” he says. 

			I don’t have a plan, good, bad, or otherwise. What I do have, though, is an idea that I know is utterly terrible. Reacting purely on instinct, I dash over to Marina and snatch up the case then slam it shut and turn. I give my sister a lopsided smile then take off at a run.  

			“Blake, what in the hell are you doing?” Kit shouts.

			“Blake, put the case down!” Ayad roars. 

			Running as fast as I ever have, I run back down to the docks. Ayad and Kit are both behind me, screaming my name as I run, but I block them out and keep running. My lungs burn as the muscles in my legs are screaming at me with the exertion, but I grit my teeth and keep going. I can feel the timer in the case counting down. I can feel it like it has a physical weight to it and every tick of the clock feels like a hammer driving a nail into my skull. 

			I make it to the Chris-Craft that Alekto had been attempting to flee in when I caught her, praying for all I’m worth that the keys are in it. Leaping into the boat, a cry of relief bursts from my chest when I see the buoyant yellow fob hanging from the key in the ignition. Firing up the engine, I quickly cast off the bow line and pull away just as Ayad and Kit get to the edge of the slip. 

			“Chief Wilder, shut down that engine right now,” Ayad shouts over the roar of the engine.

			“Blake, don’t be an idiot! Get back here!” 

			“No time!” I shout back. 

			I open up the throttle and the engines roar to life, raising the bow of the boat. As I rocket across Elliott Bay, the salty spray hits me in the face. It’s colder than I expected, making me gasp. My hair streams wildly behind me and the moonlight above glistens off the water of the bay, making the wake being cast up by the boat’s engines glow with a silvery luminescence. If it wasn’t for the fact that a nuclear device is counting down to annihilation on the seat next to me, I’d say it was a nice night for a boat ride. 

			I can’t see the timer and don’t know how much time I have left, but I know there isn’t much. I can feel the sand slipping through the hourglass, every grain that falls upon the pile taking us a step closer to oblivion. Glancing over my shoulder, I see the stadium and the waterfront around it growing smaller with the distance. My heart thunders in my chest and my stomach churns. The back of my throat is slicked with bile, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. It’s too late though, and I have no choice other than to keep going. 

			“Yeah, this was a great plan,” I mutter to myself. 

			I try to coax a little more speed out of the boat, but the engines are already whining sharply, maxed out. I have no idea if this is actually going to work or not. I’m no nuclear physicist or expert on bombs. As we stood in the lot back there bickering over what to do, an article I read once a while ago flashed through my head. Or maybe it was something I’d seen in a movie and if that’s the case, I fear I might be well and truly screwed.

			What I recalled is that while the water won’t stop the detonation, it will prevent the radioactivity from surfacing. It will probably kill everything in the immediate vicinity, but the radioactive material will be contained underwater. I just hope that memory was right or we’re going to be in a world of trouble. 

			The countdown clock in my head is screaming at me, telling me that I’m out of time. I need to get rid of the case because I might have even less time than I think. In my mind’s eye though, I see those bright red numbers ticking down from ten…. 

			nine… 

			I glance behind me one more time. I’d like to have more distance between me and the shore, but I don’t have a choice. This is as far as I’m going to get. 

			eight… 

			Snatching the case off the seat next to me, I muster all the strength I can and throw it into the air and watch as it sails off the boat’s stern…

			seven… 

			The darkness swallows the case whole, so I don’t see it hit the water. Turning around, I hunch down over the wheel and grit my teeth, needing to put more distance between me and the coming explosion and trying to will more speed out of the boat. 

			six… 

			five…

			four…

			The air suddenly gets hot, and a deafening roar rings in my ears as the water behind me erupts violently, as if some massive underwater volcano has just exploded like Mt. St. Helens. The Chris-Craft is suddenly lifted from the water like the hand of some invisible giant has plucked it off the water and thrown it like a child having a tantrum. 

			I’m airborne. 

			Weightless. 

			And then my world turns black. 
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			UW Medicine-Harborview Medical Center, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			“Glad to see you’re awake,” Ayad says.

			“You just missed Astra and Kit,” I say. 

			Ayad steps into my room and closes the door behind him. “I trust you’re feeling better.”

			“I have a feeling that’s not going to last,” I reply. 

			Ayad steps over to my bedside and glances at the machines I’m hooked to, a frown curling his lips downward as a look of concern crosses his face. He turns back to me, his features hardening as the concern melts away, quickly replaced by a stern look of disapproval. I use the remote to raise myself into a sitting position, grimacing as electric bolts of pain shooting through me. 

			“What are the doctors saying?” he asks. 

			“Mild concussion. Bumps and bruises. They’re running some additional tests, but they tell me if all goes well, I should be good to be released tomorrow morning,” I tell him. 

			“That’s good,” he says. “And after that, I want you to take a few days off—”

			“I’m fine, sir. I’ve still got a lot of work to do.” 

			He cuts me off with a hand. “Don’t argue with me. I’m ordering you to take a few days to recover. This is not up for debate.”

			Given that I’m sure he’s here to read me the riot act, arguing with Ayad right now probably isn’t the best thing I can do for myself right now. The fact of the matter is I disobeyed a direct order. Now I suppose it’s time for me to pay the piper. Not that I regret what I did. Not that I wouldn’t do it again, a thousand times out of a thousand. 

			Ayad scowls down at me. “What in the hell were you thinking, Blake?” 

			“I wasn’t thinking, sir,” I reply. “I just reacted.”

			“After I specifically told you not to.” 

			“I couldn’t let that bomb go off, sir.” 

			“It wasn’t going to go off. I was going to trade the code to disarm it for their freedom,” he says. 

			“With all due respect, I couldn’t let you make that trade, sir,” I tell him, my voice cold and tight. “That was a risk I wasn’t willing to take, given the information we knew.” 

			“That was not your decision to make,” he counters. “You put your life and the lives of everybody around you, including a stadium full of civilians, at risk with that stunt. You had no idea if that was even going to work.” 

			“I was fairly certain it would, sir,” I reply weakly, knowing what he said is true. 

			He opens his mouth to deliver another stinging rebuke but bites it back. Ayad slides his hands into his pockets and looks down at the ground for a long moment, seeming to be gathering his thoughts. But then his features soften, and he finally raises his gaze to me.  

			“Arguing with you is getting us nowhere. I sometimes forget that it’s like beating my head against a brick wall. So, all I’m going to say is that I give orders for a reason. Part of my job is making sure my agents are all able to go home at the end of the day,” he says. “What you did was reckless, Blake. You could have gotten yourself killed. It also sets a terrible example for other agents—especially young ones like Boyle. It not only makes them act recklessly, but it also makes them think they have license to flout my orders as well.”

			I look down at my hands, absorbing everything Ayad is telling me. He’s right. The Bureau relies on conformity and uniform thought, and they don’t usually like people who rock the boat. Like me. And I shouldn’t be teaching my bad habits to young agents like Boyle. Once she establishes herself and makes her own name, she can begin to assert her personality and style. But she’s a long way from being established just yet. 

			“Your gamble worked this time. But what about next time? You might not be so lucky,” he presses. “The agents who think to be as reckless as you might not be so lucky either.”

			“I understand, sir. And you’re right,” I tell him. “I apologize for being so reckless and I have no desire to undermine you, sir. I’ll do my best to keep myself in check.” 

			“Thank you. I would appreciate that,” he says. “And contrary to what I’ve sounded like so far, I am not here just to read you the riot act.” 

			“No?” 

			He shakes his head. “Believe it or not, no,” he says. “Your antics—sorry, your heroics—down at the waterfront drew the attention of the brass. You’re being awarded the Medal of Valor.”

			His words hit me like a punch to the gut and I shake my head. “Sir, I appreciate that, but I didn’t do it for a medal,” I tell him. “I don’t do this work for medals and recognition.” 

			“I know that. It’s one of the things I admire most about you, Chief,” he replies. “But you also know the brass loves their pomp and circumstance.”

			“No. I don’t want to go to DC for a ceremony.” 

			“Remember that talk we just had about following orders?” 

			I roll my eyes. “Are you ordering me to go to this dog and pony show, sir?”

			“Me? No,” he says. “The order comes straight from the Director himself.”

			I groan. “Sir, not to be a contrarian—”

			“Now, that would be a first.” 

			A grin touches my lips. “Not to be a contrarian, but doesn’t giving me a medal for disobeying your order send the wrong message?” 

			“Look, I don’t like how it all went down, but what you did was courageous as hell. You saved the lives of thousands of people. You also kept us from having to let one of the world’s most notorious arms dealers walk. You deserve the recognition,” he says. “So, go to DC and let the brass toot their own horns and feel good about themselves while they pin a medal on you.” 

			“Is that an order, sir?” 

			“Not unless it has to be.” 

			I laugh softly then wince as the pain from my bruised ribs reverberates through my entire body. I take a couple of moments to gather myself. 

			“Tell me about Alekto,” I say. “What do we know?”

			“Blake, this can all wait—”

			“Humor me, sir,” I say. 

			He hesitates and for a moment, I feel like he’s not going to tell me just to keep me from thinking about work as I convalesce. But he seems to realize not telling me won’t have the desired effect, so he nods to himself.

			“Her fingerprints came back from Interpol. Her real name is Elizabeta Tarasenko. She’s originally from Belarus,” he tells me. “Her father was Pavel Tarasenko, a general in the Belarusian army turned gun runner. He was killed in a joint CIA-Interpol operation and Elizabeta took over the family business after that. We’re still trying to sort out fact from fiction when it comes to this woman and she’s not telling us much.” 

			“Sounds like Kit and her partner were right about her all along,” I say.

			“Seems like it. I don’t think we’re going to have her for much longer though. The Agency is already trying to assert jurisdiction over her and some of our overseas allies are making rumblings about wanting a crack at her,” he replies. “I can only tell them to get in line for so long.” 

			“Let’s just hope they don’t screw up and let her back out into the world,” I say. 

			“All we can do is keep our fingers crossed,” he states. “Anyway, all your cowboy stuff aside, your team performed well out there, Blake. You saved a lot of lives.”

			“Thank you, sir.” 

			“I was impressed with Agent Boyle,” he says. “She seemed to fit in pretty well.” 

			“She did. Although she has issues with following orders.” 

			He chortles. “I once heard somewhere that a team takes on the personality of their leader.” 

			“Subtle,” I reply. 

			“I thought so.”

			“Message received, sir,” I say. 

			“Good. As long as you’re in the mood to receive messages, judging how she performed in the field, especially with the undercover work, I think Boyle would be a terrific addition to your squad,” he tells me. 

			“I agree that she’s got talent. She’s going to make a terrific field agent,” I tell him. “But I haven’t given up on Lucas just yet.”

			“Have you talked to him about his plans?” 

			“Not yet, sir.” 

			“Is there a reason you’re putting it off?” 

			I look down again. I haven’t exactly been putting it off. I just haven’t made it a priority to get out to see him. Part of me knows it’s because I’m afraid of what he’s going to say in regard to his future. Part of me fears I already know what he’s going to say. I mean, I wouldn’t be able to blame him if he told me he wasn’t coming back. I understand. What happened to him is unconscionable. But change has never come easy to me, and I tend to fight it at every turn. The truth is, I just don’t want to lose somebody I’m familiar and comfortable with. 

			“I’ve been busy,” I tell him. 

			“You need to talk to him, Blake. Soon,” he says. “You can’t keep putting it off.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “I know.” 

			Ayad pats me on the shoulder and offers me a smile. “Get some rest. And don’t you dare come into the office for at least two days. Understand?” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			He turns and heads for the door then opens it. He turns back before he leaves and looks back at me, his gaze steady. 

			“And talk to Lucas, Blake,” he says. “Sooner, rather than later.” 

			He closes the door behind him, leaving me alone with my thoughts. A feeling of dread washes over me as I contemplate having to talk to Lucas and face the potential changes coming to my team and my life. Suddenly, racing across the bay on a speedboat with a dirty bomb sitting next to me sounds like a far more preferable situation to deal with. 
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			“As expected, your buddies at the CIA marched in here and took Alekto,” Astra says as she storms into my office. “And Ayad just let it happen.”

			“To be fair, he gave me a heads up it might happen,” I tell her. “And it’s not like there was much he could do to stop them.” 

			After serving my time on the bench—two days that seemed to drag on forever—I finally got back into my office to start working the next case. The only case right now, as far as I’m concerned, is hunting down Eurus and bringing him to justice. One way or another. 

			“Let me guess. National security concerns?” Kit asks. 

			“Ding ding ding,” Astra grouses. “What I’d like to know is how the Agency goes from we don’t believe this woman exists to her being a national security concern they need to interrogate in the blink of an eye like that.” 

			“The Agency moves in mysterious ways,” Kit says.

			“What a bunch of asshats,” Astra gripes. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” Kit says with a laugh. 

			Astra drops heavily into the seat next to Kit in front of my desk with a frustrated look on her face. I feel the same irritation and frustration as Astra does right now. The Agency is standing on our shoulders and backpacking on the work we did. Not that it’s about credit for us, but from my point of view, we should be allowed to continue the work we started and see it through to the end. The higher-ups all want the world to think we’re all on the same team. They want to put on a show of interagency cooperation and support—two things that don’t exist in the real world. Not really.

			“So, anyway, what’s next for you?” Astra asks Kit.

			“I’ve been summoned to Langley,” she replies. “They’ll no doubt want a full debrief on Alekto before they send me off on my next assignment.” 

			“Any idea where they’re sending you?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “None yet. Not that I’d be able to tell you even if I did.” 

			“Spies do love lording their secrets over everybody,” Astra says with a smirk. 

			“Just you, Russo,” Kit says, returning Astra’s smile. 

			I look at my sister closely. “Are you okay?” 

			“We finally got her. Got some justice for Byron,” she says with a shrug. “I guess that’s going to have to be enough.” 

			“I asked if you were okay though,” I press. 

			“Right now? No. But I will be. In time,” she says. “What about you? Are you okay?” 

			I look at the whiteboard I’ve set up in the corner of my office, letting my gaze linger on the three newest photos I’ve put up on the timeline. There’s a heaviness in my heart and a fire burning in the pit of my belly. 

			“Tricia Smith, Gary Hodgkins, and Mike Seward. Those are the three people Eurus killed while we were dealing with Alekto.” 

			“Blake, that’s not yours to carry,” Kit says softly. “You know that, right?” 

			“You can’t blame yourself for what this creep is doing. This isn’t on you,” Astra adds. 

			“Yeah, I know. Sort of,” I reply and tap the small black notebook sitting on my desk. “I have the name of every life Eurus has taken in here. Intellectually, I know this isn’t my fault. But I sometimes I just can’t help but feel like if I’d taken him more seriously early on—”

			“You need to stop tormenting yourself. That’s what this guy wants,” Kit says. “He was going to do this no matter what, just to torture you. This guy has profiled you. He’s inside your head. And he knew from the start that you were going to tie yourself into knots.”

			“She’s right,” Astra says. “This guy knows you. Knows what makes you tick, and he knew you were going to take this as personally as you are.”

			“How can I not? He’s threatened everybody I care about—and let’s not forget he almost killed Lucas,” I say. “He’s called me out by name.” 

			“He’s got you rattled, Blake. And that’s intentional,” Astra says. “He’s got you so wound up that you’re not thinking straight. That’s by design.” 

			“Listen to Astra. She knows what she’s talking about.”

			“I know that’s right!”

			 Kit smiles but it passes quickly. “This guy wants you so frazzled and upset that you’re not thinking straight. It will make it all the easier for him to kill you if he’s got you distracted and looking the wrong way.” 

			“It’s like you always say. We’ve just got to go back to basics. He’s just another killer. You—we—have stopped them before.”

			The door to my office opens and Boyle steps in. “Is this a bad time?” 

			“No,” I reply. “Come on in.” 

			She steps in and stands beside Astra, her hands clasped behind her back, looking for all the world like a prisoner facing the firing squad. 

			“Relax, Paige. You look like you just walked into a proctologist’s office, for God’s sake,” Astra tells her with a small laugh.

			Boyle grins, but if she relaxes, I can’t tell. I see her glance at my whiteboard, taking it all in before turning her eyes back to me. 

			“I just wanted to tell you that you did a great job with the Alekto case,” I tell her. “I was impressed with your work—especially with how cool you stayed under pressure when you were face to face with her in the club.”

			“Thank you, Chief.” 

			“Also, for what it’s worth, I may not have been able to take Marina down if you hadn’t been there. You tuned her up real good. So thank you,” Kit says.

			“Kind of you to say but I tend to think you would have gotten the best of her,” Boyle says. “I’m just glad I could help.” 

			“Listen to the modesty. That’s new. Where’s the cocky rookie swagger you walked into the bullpen with, Boyle?” Astra teases.  

			She laughs softly. “I’m finding out I’ve got a lot to learn,” she says with a glance at me. “First, to better follow orders.” 

			Kit scoffs. “You’re in the wrong squad if you think somebody here is going to be a good role model of that,” she says. 

			I roll my eyes at my sister but give Paige a genuine smile. “We all have strong personalities but we all fit together. We work together so well because nobody puts themselves above the team. We don’t put ourselves or each other in bad situations. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

			“I do, ma’am.”

			“Except when you want to take a pleasure cruise with a dirty bomb,” Kit mutters.

			I glare at her and Kit mimes zipping her lips. “That was a rare situation where I had to make a snap decision. It’s not the norm,” I say. “My team always comes first. And if you can learn that, if you can learn to follow my orders, I think you have a future in this unit.”

			A smile crosses her face as well as an expression of relief. “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate that and nothing would make me happier than to join your unit.” 

			“Good. Then just keep doing what you’re doing, and we’ll see how it all shakes out,” I say. “That’s all, Agent Boyle.”  

			She hesitates and I see her eyes on my whiteboard again with a thoughtful expression on her face. But she seems to have second thoughts and starts to turn away. 

			“Was there something you wanted to say?” I ask. 

			She looks at the board again then turns back to me. “I mean, I don’t want to speak out of turn or anything. And it might not be anything, but somethin’ came up in my head when I was looking at your board—especially the word you wrote out and underlined. Attention.” 

			I nod. “Eurus has said many times that he’s demanding my attention, yes. What was your thought about it?” 

			“Well… I’m no profiler…” 

			“That’s all right. A big part of profiling is simply being observant and noticing things,” I tell her. “You don’t have to take classes for that. So, what caught your attention?” 

			“It’s just that his demands for your attention—to be the center of your attention—he’s got a fixation on it. He sounds like a child,” she says. “I’m an only child and when I was just a kid, my mom used to say I suffered from only child syndrome because I sounded a lot like that. I was always demanding to be the center of her attention. I mean, I don’t know if it means anything, but that’s what it made me think of.” 

			I sit back in my chair, my eyes fixed on the underlined word “attention” I’d written on the board, Boyle’s words echoing around in my mind. That’s quickly followed by Astra’s admonition to go back to basics and profile Eurus like any other killer. I clear my mind as best as I can, trying to shut out all the noise he’s put in my head and do that, focusing on my board and trying to see it as any other suspect we’re chasing. 

			And only when I have some semblance of peace in my head and have turned the constant static down to a dull, quiet roar, do I have the first truly clear thoughts about Eurus I’ve had since this fiasco began. I think about what Boyle just said and it feels like the first pieces of the puzzle have snapped into place. And for the first time, it gives me something tangible to chase, allowing me to play a bit of offense rather than having to sit back on defense and react to him. 

			“Paige, you are brilliant,” I say. 

			“What is it?” Astra asks. 

			“The reason Eurus is so connected to Alvin Perry—it’s not just hero worship or some dark, twisted kinship,” I say. “Everything he’s said to me to this point suddenly makes sense. I just couldn’t see it before now. Not until Boyle gave me a new perspective to look at.” 

			“Blake, what are you talking about?” Kit asks. 

			“Yeah, you’re not making a lot of sense here,” Astra says. “What am I not seeing?” 

			“Well, it’s like you said. I’ve gone back to basics,” I tell her. 

			I look up at Boyle and see by the glimmer in her eye and the gentle upward curve of her lips that she knows exactly where I’m going with this. 

			“Agent Boyle,” I say. “I need you to get me a copy of Alvin Perry’s DNA profile, please.”

			“With pleasure,” she replies. 
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			Thank you for embarking on another heart-pumping journey with Blake Wilder in A Code to Kill, book 19 in the FBI Mystery Thriller series!

			If you found yourself on the edge of your seat throughout this book, I’m absolutely thrilled! My intention is to take you on a gripping adventure and provide an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being an indie writer isn’t easy, but with your support, I’ve been able to continue bringing you thrilling stories despite the lack of a big budget or fancy marketing techniques. With that in mind, I kindly ask for a moment of your time. If you enjoyed A Code to Kill, please consider leaving a review, and perhaps recommending it to a fellow book lover or two. Your feedback and word-of-mouth support mean the world to me and are invaluable in spreading the word about my work.

			For those of you who have grown fond of Spenser Song following her joint operation with Blake in the previous book, I have exciting news! You can catch up with Spenser in her latest adventure, Memories of the Falls, which I am tirelessly working to release by the end of this month. Spenser had hoped for a much-needed break after assisting Blake with an international trafficking ring. However, shortly after her return to Ryker in Sweetwater Falls, the place is once again thrown into chaos. The town’s star athletes are found dead due to a drug overdose, and once more, it’s up to Spenser to unravel the mystery behind this string of drug-related deaths.

			Thank you again for joining me on this exciting journey. Here’s to many more thrilling adventures with Blake Wilder, I can’t wait for you to join us on the next adventure.

			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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			Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

			Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

			Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

			Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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