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      It was an unusually rainy afternoon, and Mike had come to visit his old bar. He’d been coming by less frequently as of late, something I hadn’t really noticed until he suddenly stopped by.

      “Jack and Coke,” he declared as he planted himself on one of the barstools directly in front of me. “Easy on the ice.”

      “Well, hello to you, too,” I shot back with a grin as I got to work making his drink.

      “Save the smart alec responses for after you’ve gotten me my drink, will you?”

      “Wow, someone’s having a rough day,” I joked as I slid the glass over to him. My smile faded as I watched him down half of it in one go. “Oh, wait, is everything okay?”

      “Depends on how you define ‘okay’,” Mike replied as he set the glass down onto the bar top with a clink.

      “What happened?” I asked, still wondering how concerned I should be. Chugging a glass of whiskey wasn’t a great sign, but on the other hand, Mike wasn’t crying or panicking, so whatever it was couldn’t be that bad. Right?

      “I, uh, met up with an old friend last night,” Mike explained, tracing the bottom edge of his glass with his finger.

      “What kind of friend?” I asked, confused by where this explanation was going.

      “A lady friend,” Mike clarified, his hand stilling.

      “Ah,” I replied, trying not to laugh. “I see. I’m guessing things didn’t go well, then?”

      “Oh, they went well,” Mike replied, then chuckled a little under his breath. His eyes brightened for just a moment before darkening again, and then he grabbed the glass and downed the rest of it. “A little too well.”

      “I’m not following,” I replied flatly. “So you had a nice time and that… upset you?”

      “We had an amazing time,” Mike replied wistfully, and when he leaned back on the stool, I could have sworn he looked ten years younger, his gaze soft and far away somewhere. “Cheryl. That’s her name, though I always called her Sherry. Haven’t seen her since we were kids, no older than that crew that’s always in here badgering you for those stories. We had a bit of a romance back in the day. But then I joined the Navy and, well, we went our separate ways…” His shoulders drooped a little as he stared off into space.

      “Mike, I never thought you were the sappy, sentimental type,” I teased as I went to refill his drink.

      “Watch it,” he warned with a laugh as he accepted the glass gratefully. “I’ve never met a single man that hasn’t been burned by heartbreak at least once. And Sherry… she was the one I never forgot. Anyway, I was trying to order some food on one of those damned robots they’ve got in every fast food place now… What’s the deal with those, by the way? Dang shame that they’re replacing people with those stupid screens that don’t even work! Anyway, this woman taps me on the shoulder and offers to help and… wouldn’t you know it? It was Sherry.”

      “How romantic,” I deadpanned as I went to make myself a drink to match Mike’s.

      “Keep making fun,” Mike snorted. “We both know that between the two of us, you’ve done crazier things for women. Anyway, as I was saying, me and Sherry get to catching up. We wound up spending dang near four hours sitting in that burger joint, just reminiscing about the past and talking about our lives.”

      “Still not seeing how this all ended up with you here, drinking your troubles away,” I replied as Mike worked his way through his second drink.

      “Let me get to it, will you?” Mike grumbled. “She tells me about her life. Mentions that she got married and had kids, but that she’s a widow now. And she’s giving me all the signs, you know? So I’m thinking, heck, why not ask her for a drink? But before I can, she asks me to go to have one. At her place!”

      “Tragic,” I replied. “I can see why you’d be broken up about that.”

      “That smart mouth is going to land you in a world of trouble one day,” Mike retorted.

      “It already has.” I shrugged in response. “Many times. Hasn’t gotten me killed yet, though.”

      “Yet,” Mike joked. “Anyway, so we go back to her place and, well--” His face turned red as he cleared his throat. “We had a nice time together. Then afterward I get up to use the bathroom, and you know what I see?” His face fell as he grabbed his glass and finished it off again in one fell swoop. “Two toothbrushes. A man’s razor still plugged into the wall. Then I look around a bit more. I hadn’t noticed any of it before since I was so, uh, distracted, but then I see a pair of slippers sitting by the side of the bed. Not hers, either. They were way too big! And the pictures on the dresser and on the walls!”

      Mike groaned as he buried his face in his hands, and I laid a consoling hand on his back before going to pour him a third.

      “Ah, so that’s where it all went wrong,” I surmised. “Sherry wasn’t totally honest with you, huh?”

      “She panicked when I asked her about it,” Mike grumbled. “Said it wasn’t what it looked like, and she can explain. Bah! That’s what they all say!” He pursed his lips together as he grabbed the fresh glass. Just as he did, the door to the bar swung open, and my favorite group of kids sauntered inside.

      “Oh, Mike’s here!” Jeff exclaimed excitedly as he rushed over to greet us.

      “Hey!” Mike greeted him back, a weak smile on his face as he went to pull the kid into a half-hug. “I haven’t seen you since you went off for training. Back already?”

      “Just got back recently,” Jeff replied before sitting down on one of the stools beside him. “Trying to hang out with everyone as much as I can before I get assigned and have to head out again.”

      “Let’s not talk about that, though,” Charlie suggested as the rest of the gang sat as well. “I don’t want a repeat of last Friday when Ty started crying and Mac broke a chair.”

      “I did not cry!” Ty protested, his face reddening.

      “And that chair was an accident,” Mac added. “They should make them more durable.”

      “I don’t think they’re meant to be swung around like that,” Charlie shot back.

      “SEALs get deployed to the most dangerous parts of the world!” Mac countered. “I just wanted to make sure he was capable of handling that. If he can’t go up against a chair, then--”

      “See, this is exactly why I said we shouldn’t talk about it,” Charlie interrupted her. “Let's enjoy having Jeff with us while he’s still here.”

      “Good idea,” I added, already halfway through making their usuals. “And you guys know he won’t be gone forever, right? He’s not dying.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff laughed. “I’ll be back as soon as my deployment is over. I have to anyway, otherwise my mom would kill me.”

      “Good on her,” Mac replied. “Someone has to keep you in check. Anyway, what’s up with Mike?” She turned to look at the man in question, who raised an eyebrow at her.

      “What makes you think something’s up?” He frowned at her.

      “Really?” It was Mac’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “Well, you’re three drinks in.” She nodded down at the two empty glasses and half full one. “And you don’t seem drunk at all, which means you’ve downed all those in probably less than an hour.”

      “Less than twenty minutes,” I murmured.

      “Hey!” Mike grunted, annoyed at my correction.

      “You also didn’t seem all that excited to see Jeff,” Mac pointed out. “So I got the feeling it was because you had something else on your mind.”

      “This one would have made a good MBLIS agent,” Mike pointed out to me, and I nodded.

      “Not bad,” I commended.

      “As for why I’m upset,” Mike muttered, “It’s because I slept with a married woman.” The reactions from the kids ranged from confusion to surprise to outright horror.

      “Mike, how could you?” Ty gasped.

      “It wasn’t on purpose!” Mike replied defensively. “She told me she was a widow!”

      “Ouch, did her husband walk in on you or something?” Mac asked, cringing at the thought.

      “No,” Mike explained. “I just found his things all over the house! His toothbrush, his shoes, photos!” Mike shook his head with dismay.

      “Wait,” Mac uttered, cocking her head to the side. “That’s it? You assumed she was lying just because of that?”

      “What do you mean ‘that’s it’?” Mike exclaimed indignantly. “Someone who is single does not keep two toothbrushes in their bathroom.”

      “Well, I guess not,” Mac replied as she leaned her elbow onto the bartop. “But she didn’t really say she was single, did she? She said she was widowed.”

      “It’s the same thing!” Mike insisted, but Mac shook her head.

      “No, it’s not,” she argued. “She had a husband. As in someone whose stuff would obviously be around the house since they were, you know, married! It would be one thing to get rid of his stuff if they’d separated, but if she’s a widow, that means he died, Mike.” She paused for a second to let that sink in. “Maybe she just didn’t want to throw away his things.”

      For a few seconds, Mike just stared back at her, his jaw hanging slack.

      “Oh, jeez,” he murmured after several moments of silence. “Ugh, I’m an idiot, aren’t I? Don’t answer that!” He pointed a finger at me just as I was opening my mouth to respond. He reached back and massaged the back of his neck. “That must have been what she meant when she said that ‘it wasn’t what it looked like.’ Ugh! I can’t believe I found her again after all these years and blew it so badly!”

      “Call her,” Mac suggested. “Tell her what you told us, that you’re an idiot and you’re sorry.”

      “I can’t call her,” Mike muttered sadly. “I don’t have her number. I know her address, though. Maybe I should stop by.”

      “That’ll go one of two ways, depending on how much she likes you,” Ty snorted. “Either she’ll see it as romantic and rush into your arms and you’ll live happily ever after… or she’ll think you’re a creepy weirdo for showing up at her house unannounced and hate you forever.”

      “You should be a motivational speaker,” Mac replied sarcastically. “Your pep talks are top tier, Ty.”

      “Thanks,” Ty shot back before taking a sip of his drink.

      “I know just the thing that could help Mike take his mind off his love life,” Charlie spoke up, slowly turning to look at me as he did.

      “Another Jack and Coke?” I played dumb. “I don’t know. He’s three in deep already.”

      “No,” Ty huffed. He looked at Mike and then back at me, and then back at Mike again, like he had something to say, but hesitated.

      “You have something on your mind?” I asked.

      “Well, since Mike is here…” Ty muttered, his words turning into garbled mush as he spoke.

      “What?” Mike raised an eyebrow at him as he mumbled.

      “Well… you knew Agent Holm, too, right?” Ty blurted out. “Or, well, know him, I guess. I don’t know how I should phrase that.”

      “Robbie?” Mike asked, looking confused. “What’s he got to do with anything?”

      “It’s just that Ethan always gets super weird whenever he talks about his old partner,” Ty rambled, his words coming out in a rush. “And we– Well, it’s– We don’t want to be rude, but--”

      “We want to know what happened,” Charlie finished for him as he turned to look at me. “Come on, it’s killing us!”

      “Wait.” Mike blinked at the kids before furrowing his eyebrows up at me. “You still haven’t told them?”

      I smirked impishly and shrugged. Maybe it was mean, but part of me liked leaving them on edge about it.

      “Fine, I’ll do it, then!” Mike threatened as he turned to look at them gathered on either side of him. “So what happened was--”

      “Wait, stop,” I interjected before he could go further, much to the chagrin of Charlie and Ty in particular, who grumbled and whined as I cut Mike off. “You want to know what happened? Fine. But I’ll tell you, not Mike.” I grinned at the other man. “Mike won’t tell it right.”

      “Fine, fine,” Mike replied, throwing his hands up in defeat. “I guess that’s fair. It is your story to tell. After all, you’re the one that Robbie– Ah, nevermind. Don’t want to give anything away.”

      “Please stop this madness,” Charlie begged.

      “Okay,” I hummed as I passed out everyone’s drinks and got settled with one of my own. “To understand what led up to it, I need to explain how it started. I guess a good place to do that would be right here in Miami. This all started downtown, near one of the largest hotels in the city…”
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      Lizbeth smoothed down her dress as she beamed at herself in the mirror.

      Her husband, Frederick, had surprised her by asking her to meet him for lunch, something that never, ever happened. Fred was the owner and CEO of a massive chain of up-and-coming hotels. He’d started with one in Miami, the old Marriott that he’d bought and rebranded with his own name, Mason. For as long as Lizbeth had known him, it had been Fred’s dream to own his own hotel. They used to talk about how they would run it together, a nice little family business to pass on to their child.

      The one hotel had quickly turned into two, though, and then that had doubled into four, then eight, and so on until Mason Hotels were in every major city in the country. Lizbeth couldn’t have been prouder of her husband, of course. He’d worked so hard just to get the one hotel, so naturally she’d been happy to see his dream grow into something so massive. It had all happened so fast, though. Sometimes, she thought it had all happened too fast.

      Fred was never around anymore. Gone were the days when the two of them would find some quiet part of the beach to lie together and watch the stars. Lizbeth tried not to feel sad about it, though. Her husband was achieving more than either of them had ever imagined. Of course, he was busy. Running a huge, nation-wide chain of hotels that was quickly growing to rival the major players in the hospitality industry required a lot of dedication, so while Fred worked hard, Lizbeth played the role of the dutiful wife as well as she could.

      So when Fred had called her up that morning, she’d been over the moon. Some meetings got canceled, and Fred had found himself with some precious, rare free time. These days, he was so busy that he often slept at the office, which wasn’t hard to do, as it was located in the hotel itself. Lizbeth had quickly agreed and rushed to get herself all dolled up.

      She fixed the neckline of her dress, pulling it down just a little bit. It was fairly modest, not too skintight or revealing, but just sexy enough that she hoped Fred would like it. It had been a long time since the two of them had spent any time together in the bedroom, either. Between all his work, her pregnancy, and then the birth of their son, intimacy had just sort of petered out.

      “I can change that, though,” Lizbeth gushed to herself in the mirror. She was dressed, her hair was done up nicely, and now she just needed to pick something for Leon to wear. She grabbed the two options she’d chosen and went to hover over his crib, where he was gnawing on a bright blue teether. “What do you think, Goober? Blue onesie, or shorts and t-shirt?”

      Leon just babbled up at her in response.

      “You’re right,” Lizbeth hummed. “The t-shirt is a little more dressy than the onesie. But, I have a feeling you’ll fall asleep the second I put you in the stroller, so I think onesie it is!” She sang to him, her mood up in the clouds as she got him dressed up. He hadn’t even turned one yet, so he didn’t really have any ‘nice’ clothes. Freshly washed and not covered in spit up was about as fancy as things got for Leon, so the onesie would do fine.

      Once they were both ready, she loaded him into the huge, fancy stroller Fred had bought for her and made her way out of the apartment.

      After the hotel business had taken off, Fred had moved them into a highrise downtown, closer to their flagship location. The hotel in question was only about a fifteen-minute walk, and though the area was about as safe as it got when it came to Miami, it had been a while since Lizbeth had left the apartment.

      Things had changed after she’d had Leon. Not Fred, of course. He’d been as loving as ever, providing the two of them with absolutely everything they needed to be comfortable. No, the problem had been Lizbeth. After giving birth, it was like someone had dimmed the lights on her life. She loved Leon more than anything in the world, but things had been so, so hard after he was born. Some days, his perfect little laugh was the only thing that kept her going.

      She’d been making progress lately, though. Leon was sleeping through the night, she’d started up her hobbies of painting and scrapbooking again, and every day seemed just a little bit brighter. So this invitation for lunch had come at the perfect time.

      Still, she couldn’t help but be a bit nervous as she stepped through the lobby of her building, even though she smiled at the front desk attendant as she went. She glanced down at Leon as she walked through the heavy double doors and out onto the sidewalk. As expected, he was already fast asleep, despite the hustle and bustle of movement and noise all around them. Lizbeth shoved down her worries as she pushed the stroller along the sidewalk, trying hard not to imagine all the horrible things that could happen to her and Leon.

      This was a decent area, but that didn’t mean a mugger couldn’t suddenly appear and try to snatch her purse. At the thought, she quickly took it off and shoved it into the basket under the stroller. But what if a bank robber suddenly came running out of a nearby building, shooting bullets everywhere? Or what if a driver suddenly jump the curb and hit them? Or what if some baby-snatching maniac tried to grab Leon so he could sell him? Or what if–?

      Lizbeth bit her lip hard, the sharp pain pulling her back into the present. Was it normal for her to be this scared of everything? She couldn’t remember being this jumpy and nervous before having Leon. Did all mothers constantly fear that something terrible would happen to their baby?

      Lizbeth hated it.

      She tried her best to dispel the ugly thoughts as she made her way down the street. Around her, tourists in cargo shorts and sundresses walked idly along clean streets, snapping photos and talking peacefully.

      That’s right, Lizbeth told herself as she looked down at Leon again, still slumbering peacefully in the cool shade of his stroller. Fred chose the best part of Miami for you and Leon to live. This neighborhood is safe. There are no gangsters or scary people here, just fancy hotels, nice restaurants, and expensive stores.

      There were even a couple of cops on motorcycles relaxing on the other side of the street, sipping on coffee as they chatted. She had nothing to worry about here. This wasn’t like those scary neighborhoods out on the edges of the city she’d seen on the news, where drive-bys and break-ins happened. Besides, she was almost there, anyway.

      The hotel where Fred was waiting was only a block away now, on the other side of the street. There was a steakhouse on the ground floor, which was where Fred had arranged for her to meet him. Her stomach rumbled at the thought as she picked up the pace just a little, eager to get there and get something to eat.

      When they made it to the crosswalk, Lizbeth stopped to wait with everyone else, checking on Leon once again as she did. The moment she looked down, the sound of screeching tires reached her ears. She flinched and squeezed her eyes shut in fear as the smell of burning rubber filled her nose. A large black van had just pulled sharply in front of the crosswalk, coming to a stop directly in front of them and nearly causing the cars behind to crash.

      “What the hell!?” one of the other pedestrians waiting exclaimed as the cars behind the van started to honk angrily. A second later, the rear door of the van slid open, and several men wearing black ski masks hopped out. People in the surrounding crowd started to scream, and when Lizbeth realized that the men were holding guns, she screamed, too.

      She reached into the stroller and snatched Leon out before making a break for it. She shoved people out of the way as she sprinted onto the crosswalk, running as fast as she could toward the hotel. Chaos erupted around her as people ran and cars honked, with some even swerving wildly as they tried to flee the scene.

      “Fred!” Lizbeth screamed as she spotted her husband in the window of the restaurant. He was sitting at a table, looking at his phone. He happened to glance up at her as she screamed, his eyes going wide with confusion and then horror as he realized what was happening.

      She called out to him again as she ran, her heels striking the asphalt as she tried desperately to reach him. Leon was crying now, probably frightened from being yanked so harshly out of his stroller. Fred was at the door, shoving it open and running out toward her.

      “Fred!” Lizbeth screamed again, but her voice never even reached her own ears. It was drowned out by a loud bang that erupted from somewhere behind her, and then suddenly Lizbeth was falling. As she did, she somehow still had enough wherewithal to twist into her side so she wouldn’t crush Leon.

      At first, all she felt was a sharp, intense heat, like she was sitting too close to a radiator. When she glanced down at herself, she couldn’t see any injuries or blood. None of that was her primary concern, though. The first thing she did after falling was check on Leon, who she’d been holding when she fell. He was still crying, to her immense relief, and didn’t look like he had a scratch on him.

      A moment after that was when the pain came. Hot and stabbing, it felt like there was a hole in her back, near her shoulder. Had she been shot? Those men had been holding guns, there was a bang, and then she fell. Maybe she did have a hole in her back.

      She tried to call for Fred, who was running toward them. Her voice wouldn’t come, though, and a second later, hands dragged her up off the ground. The pain in her back grew more intense as they manhandled her, but the physical pain was nothing compared to the horror she felt as someone ripped Leon from her arms.

      “No!” she screamed, but even that took effort she didn’t have. Panic welled inside her as she and her son were both pulled further and further away from Fred, and after a few seconds, the pain and fear were all too much.

      Lizbeth’s eyes slid closed and didn’t open again.
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      I flinched as I watched Agent Baker shoot the wall behind the target for the fifth time in a row. He had elected to come down to the small shooting range in the basement of the office, along with several of the non-field agents. After the most recent attack on the office, a few of them had decided that it would be a good idea to brush up on their shooting skills. Since Bonnie and Clyde were among those, Holm and I had offered to give the group some pointers, always willing to help out our friends. Aside from them, Agent Price from the cyber crimes department was also present, though Rivers was apparently too busy to make it. Baker was the only one among them who was regularly required to use a gun, and yet, somehow, he was probably doing the worst out of anyone.

      “That one was a lot closer!” Bonnie encouraged him kindly.

      “You think so?” Baker asked, his shoulders drooping. He’d finally stopped using his crutches and seemed to be back to normal. On the other hand, the kid had always been a terrible shot, so I wasn’t sure if his poor marksmanship was a result of his old injuries or if he was just really, really bad at this.

      “How–?” Holm started before cutting himself off. I could tell he was trying to find a tactful way to express what he wanted to say. “How, uh, did you do on your admissions tests?”

      That was what he said, but I could tell that what he actually meant was, ‘How the hell did you even pass in the first place?’ All agents were required to take and complete gun training at the academy, and it was especially important for field agents who would constantly find themselves in dangerous and stressful situations. With the way he was shooting, Baker never should have graduated.

      “Oh, I did great!” Baker replied happily, only for his smile to fall a second later. “I did practice a lot, though, and it was only the instructor back then.” He swallowed nervously. “It’s more stressful with so many other people down here.”

      “Performance anxiety?” Clyde asked as he reached over the divider to clap Baker on the shoulder. “I get that.” Before any of us could ask what he meant, he put his ear protection back on and lifted his gun.

      “Oh, earmuffs on everyone,” I warned. They were all so unused to using guns that we’d already had one incident where someone not wearing ear protection had gotten a painful shock when a shot went off. We’d tried yelling at each other without taking them off, but Bonnie and Price had both expressed that they couldn’t hear even while yelling, so in the end we’d decided to just go one at a time and then talk between shots.

      It was taking forever, but luckily cases had slowed to a stop, so we weren’t really in a rush.

      Unlike Baker, Clyde was a natural. His shots weren’t dead center, but they all hit the target and around the same area, too. I hadn’t expected that of the quiet, geeky lab agent, but was pleasantly surprised. After setting the gun back down and removing his ear protection, he cast us a smug grin.

      “I’m good, right?” he asked, expecting praise.

      “Not bad at all,” Holm commended with a nod. Baker looked crestfallen, but he still smiled and complemented Clyde’s shooting as well.

      “You’ll get the hang of it,” I heard Bonnie whisper when she thought nobody was paying attention. She’d been bolstering Baker up the entire practice session, which didn’t surprise me. Baker had saved her and Agent Rivers’ lives by heroically jumping in front of an entire group of gangbangers. When Munoz told the story, the number of bullets that Baker took sometimes soared to upwards of a hundred. In reality, it was probably closer to a dozen, which was still impressive in its own right. The fact that Baker was not only back up but back at work just a few months later was admirable.

      What wasn’t as admirable were his abhorrent shooting skills. Of course, Diane wasn’t about to kick him out after what he’d done, not that I thought she should. Even if the kid did suck at using a sidearm, he was one of us. He’d risked his life to save his fellow agents and had earned his place in the process.

      Now, if we could just teach him how to aim, everything would be perfect.

      “Earmuffs!” Holm called out as Baker went to take his turn. I waited with bated breath as he carefully took aim, his breathing slow and steady. He pulled the trigger, and then… hit the edge of the target’s arm.

      “Hey, you got it!” Bonnie praised him excitedly.

      “Kind of,” Baker replied sheepishly, still looking a bit disappointed.

      “Hey, it’s better than before,” I added as I went to pat him on the back. His mood lifted instantly, and I could tell he was trying not to grin at my compliment.

      “Hopefully Director Ramsey will let me out on a real case soon,” he murmured. “I know she’s been keeping me holed up in the office because she doesn’t want me to screw up.”

      “Who’s ‘Director Ramsey’?” Agent Price snorted as she pulled herself up onto the low shelf that stored their ear protection and spare ammunition. “I only know Diane. And I’m pretty sure the reason she hasn’t given you missions is because your partner went psycho and teamed up with a bunch of gangbangers to try to kill us.”

      “That doesn’t help either,” Baker admitted with a nod.

      “Speaking of Hariska,” Rivers continued as she turned to look at me, “any news on her? You and Robbie were her main targets, right? Has Diane said anything about it ever since she busted her way out of that prison bus?”

      “No,” I murmured, frowning as I recalled the incident.

      “How’d she even do that?” Baker asked curiously. “I mean, aren’t prison buses heavily armored and guarded and stuff?”

      “They sure are,” I replied. “We’re thinking that she had help from the outside. That’s what Diane told us, anyway.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Holm grumbled. “Seems like she was pretty good at making connections. She got in with us and with the gangs.”

      “She’s a master of manipulation,” Bonnie grumbled bitterly. “Mistress? Either way, she’s a bad person.”

      “No doubt about that,” I replied. “But as far as where she is or what she’s planning next… I have no idea.”

      “Did you ever find out what her problem was with you?” Baker asked. “I mean, it seems pretty extreme for her to join MBLIS and go on missions and stuff when she could have just, I don’t know, shot you or something?”

      “Eh, she struck me as the dramatic type,” Clyde noted with a shrug. “You know the kind. They can’t just shoot you and get it over with. They have to give a whole spiel about their grand master plan and how their entire life has been dedicated to revenge and blah blah blah. I think Hariska was just being super dramatic.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Bonnie replied anxiously. “Hariska was smart– is smart. If she went through the trouble of doing all that, there must be a reason for it.”

      “Hey, speaking of crazy things,” Holm suddenly chimed in, “How’s your search for the Dragon’s Rogue going, Marston? Didn’t you and Tessa shack up in a frozen ship right before our last case? Find any good clues?”

      “What… what does that have to do with anything?” I blinked at him in confusion. “And wait, what do you mean, ‘speaking of crazy things’?”

      Holm cleared his throat quietly and then gestured over at Bonnie with just his eyes. When I looked over at her, I realized she was barely paying attention. Her eyes were downcast, and she looked worried, almost scared.

      Then it hit me. Holm was just trying to change the subject off Hariska, who was still clearly a touchy subject for Bonnie. That was understandable, considering the rogue former agent was the one responsible for River’s injuries.

      “Ah, right!” I raised my voice to catch her attention. “Yeah, we went up to Alaska to investigate this ship that she found frozen solid in the side of a glacier.”

      “Wow,” Baker exhaled, his eyes sparkling. He seemed a lot more enthused about the story than Bonnie did. “It was super old, right? It must have been, if it was stuck in the side of a glacier like that. Those things take hundreds of years to form. Though their movements have been a lot more rapid and unpredictable lately, what with all the melting due to climate change. But, uh, whatever, what were you saying about the ship?” He clamped his mouth shut, looking a little abashed at his rambling.

      “Yeah, we found some pretty cool stuff on it,” I replied. “Including this treaty that I really need to take a good look at whenever I get another chance.”

      “A treaty?” Bonnie asked. “What kind of treaty?”

      “A pirate treaty,” I replied, unable to contain the excitement I felt just by recalling the memory of it. “It would take too long to explain all the information behind it, but suffice to say that, at one point, a bunch of pirates came together and agreed to split their spoils.”

      “Wow,” Baker hummed, his eyes widened with surprise. “That sounds awfully nice for a group of pirates. Weren’t they all typically pretty, well, ruthless and bloodthirsty?”

      “You’re right on both counts,” I confirmed. “Which is why Tessa and I both think that something must have eventually gone wrong. The document we found was torn in half, and we’ve found a lot of clues that indicate that more than one of the pirates met a pretty gruesome end.”

      “Ooh, like what?” Baker asked, and it seemed like his plans for shooting practice were all but abandoned. If I was being completely honest, though, a part of me liked how interested he was in my stories. Maybe it was just the ego boost that came with it, but telling stories to a captive audience was fun.

      “Well, there was one ship captain we found still sitting at his desk inside an old wreck,” I explained. “Then there was another one we found buried in an unmarked grave in Jamaica, wearing trophies belonging to other pirates that he presumably killed himself. Then, of course, there was this ship that was wrecked up in Alaska.” I paused and shook my head. “Our theory right now is that the ship was being chased. There’s no logical reason why it would have ended up way up there. We thought they might have been looking for something, but after going through some photos of the outside, it seemed like there was a bit of exterior damage.”

      “Like someone had attacked them?” Baker asked, face alight with interest.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “We never did find his body, either, which means he probably ventured out into the snow and died of exposure.”

      “Damn,” Price remarked as she hopped down off the shelf. “Drowned, frozen, and presumably murdered if he was just unceremoniously tossed into a random grave in Jamaica, you weren’t kidding about them meeting some rough ends.”

      “No,” I agreed. “Which is why I think that treaty wound up falling apart. Something went wrong, and they probably went at each other’s throats.”

      “And what does the Rogue have to do with all of that?” Holm asked.

      “Well, Grendel’s name was one of the signatures on the treaty,” I explained. “I think so, anyway.”

      “What!?” Bonnie cried out. “What do you mean you ‘think’ so? How can you not know for sure?” She stared at me expectantly, and I was glad to see that our change of topic had worked as a distraction from Hariska.

      “I told you guys that the document was torn in half, right?” I continued. “Well, I could only see part of the name. G-R-E, only those three letters. Given the connection to the other pirates listed on the document, it’s fair to assume that it was Grendel’s name, but it’s always possible that it was some other guy whose name started with those same letters.”

      “Oh, come on!” Bonnie scoffed. “I know you don’t actually believe that! What are the odds? Don’t you have a journal with a bunch of examples of Grendel’s signature? Why don’t you compare notes?”

      “I’ve been meaning to,” I replied defensively. “But we’ve been busy. This is the first free day we’ve had in a bit, and I’m down here teaching you all to shoot.”

      “And we sure do appreciate it.” Rivers winked at me as she twirled her gun in her hands. She’d been a pretty good shot as well, if a little too careless when it came to safety. Like with everything else, she was brash and impulsive, and by the time she was done practicing, I found myself glad that she spent most of her time behind a computer screen. I had no doubt she could shoot an assailant if another one broke into the office again, though I wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t also engage in some friendly fire in the process.

      “Well, make sure you look into that,” Bonnie insisted. “And then get back to us with your findings. I’m invested in the Dragon’s Rogue too, you know!

      I smiled at her intense response. That was true enough. These days, it seemed like a lot of my fellow agents were invested in my search for the Rogue in some capacity or another. Baker was only just hearing about it, and he already seemed enthralled by the few details I’d given.

      “I’ll make sure to let you know the second I figure anything out,” I promised.

      “Well, good!” Bonnie replied firmly before reaching for her sidearm. “Now, let me have another go at this. Next time someone tries to shoot Aaron, I’m going to shoot them first!”
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      Nina Goss groaned quietly as she attempted to pull into the parking lot of the Miami FBI Office. It was an attempt only because a crowd of news vans were completely blocking the gate that allowed access into the complex. She could see the gate attendant trying to shoo them all away, but of course none of them were listening. She sighed as she leaned back in her seat to wait for more security. Any second now, they’d show up and force everyone to clear out under penalty of arrest… or getting shot. Nina wasn’t sure, actually. Considering this was an official FBI base, they probably wouldn’t take too kindly to people blocking entrances or trying to sneak in. Reporters tended to get special treatment, since the last thing anyone wanted was for some crackpot conspiracy theorists to start spouting nonsense about government censorship or whatever, but even then, there were limits.

      Nina was about to turn her engine off when one of the reporters turned and made eye contact with her through the windshield of her car.

      “Oh no,” she murmured as the predatory woman came running over, an impressive feat considering the heels and pencil skirt she was wearing.

      “Hello!” the female reporter shouted through the window of the car. “Hello, are you with the FBI? What can you tell us about Lizbeth and Leon Mason?”

      It was only seconds after she confronted Nina that a dozen other reporters were crowding around the car, all lobbing out similar questions.

      “Have the kidnappers made any ransom demands?”

      “Witnesses say Lizbeth was shot. Is she still alive?”

      “Is baby Leon okay?”

      How the heck was Nina supposed to know the answer to any of those questions? She’d only just been assigned to the case less than an hour ago. Frankly, she would have liked for someone to answer those questions for her, too.

      Earlier that day, the wife and child of a ridiculously wealthy CEO there in Miami had been snatched off the street in broad daylight. Dozens of witnesses had watched it happen in real time, and some had even recorded it.

      That was the great thing about modern technology, Nina supposed. There was always plenty of video evidence to go around these days. On the other hand, it also meant that news of any and every crime spread like wildfire. That was why all these reporters were here now, champing at the bit to get a taste of the latest exciting gossip.

      A small part of her felt annoyed when she considered that all these press people probably wouldn’t care as much if this had happened to some random woman and her kid. People got kidnapped all the time. Gangbangers committed crimes around Miami on the daily. Because this involved a rich, pretty housewife, though, suddenly it was big news. Nina pursed her lips with distaste. Obviously, she would do everything in her power to find Lizbeth and Leon Mason, but it felt wrong that only the rich and powerful got this kind of treatment.

      Then again, the circumstances surrounding her abduction were on the strange side. An unidentified group of men had snatched her off the street in broad daylight after, according to witnesses, shooting her in the back. Then, as far as anyone knew, they’d gone completely silent. Her husband, Frederich Mason, was an incredibly wealthy man, so ransom would have been the most obvious motive for his wife being kidnapped. And yet, no such demands had been made.

      “What will the FBI do about the kidnapping!?” one of the reporters yelled.

      A moment later, Nina finally spotted more security coming to clear away the reporters. As they did, Nina stewed over that final question. What was she going to do? She’d been out checking up on an older, closed case when she got the call that they needed her back at the office ASAP. Her boss had filled her in on what was going on over the phone, and Nina had spent the entire drive ruminating over potential theories. She supposed, in the end, there wasn’t much they could do until the kidnappers made some kind of contact.

      After a few minutes, she was finally able to drive through the gate and head into the office parking lot. Though the reporters had been kicked off FBI property, they’d just set up camp on the other side of the street, just far enough away that they were no longer trespassing. Nina could see them in her rearview mirror as she drove off.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was back in her office. She’d stopped by a vending machine to grab a bottle of water on her way up, and now that she was alone in her office with nothing but her thoughts, her mind slowed to a crawl again.

      She couldn’t just wait around quietly until the kidnappers decided to make contact. They’d taken an innocent woman and a defenseless infant, for goodness’ sake. The absolute best-case scenario that they could hope for was that the kidnappers wouldn’t harm either of them, and that they would keep their word and release the mother and child after receiving whatever it was they wanted.

      Of course, Nina had worked this job long enough to know that things rarely ever worked out that cleanly. There was no guarantee that the kidnappers wouldn’t just kill Lizbeth and Leon, anyway. Heck, there was a chance that the two of them were already dead.

      Nina groaned with frustration as she rubbed her thumb along the paper label wrapped around the bottle of water. She’d dealt with kidnapping cases before, but the stakes on this one seemed especially high. The reporters outside meant that this would no doubt be a high-profile case. Everyone would be talking about it, which meant that her bosses would be putting pressure on her to get results all the more quickly.

      She twisted the bottle open and popped off the cap, gulping half of it down before setting it aside and flipping open her laptop. Before anything else, she needed to do a bit of research on this family.

      She was vaguely familiar with Frederick Mason. The Mason Hotels chain was a pretty well known entity. They weren’t a five-star operation like the Four Seasons, but they weren’t some roadside motel, either. She’d passed the huge flagship hotel on more than one occasion while driving through downtown, and she was pretty sure that more of them existed around the country.

      As she began to research, she discovered that her guess was correct. Mason Hotels were all over the country, in major cities like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. So this was definitely a wealthy family, which meant that money could be a major motivating factor in Lizbeth’s kidnapping.

      Nina paused and checked her email or any updates. She’d asked local police to inform her the second the kidnappers made any kind of contact, but she hadn’t received any new messages. She frowned with dismay, worried now that the hours were ticking away.

      Pushing the thought aside, she moved on to Lizbeth Mason. As far as Nina could tell, she wasn’t from a wealthy family, nor did she have any businesses of her own. By the looks of it, Lizbeth was a housewife and wasn’t employed anywhere. She was, however, a very altruistic person and had made several donations to causes supporting women and children. Interestingly, one of the causes she was most supportive of was one dedicated to helping sex trafficking victims.

      Nina bit her lip as she read through the articles detailing Lizbeth’s generous contributions of both time and money. Lizbeth’s connection to trafficking made Nina nervous. It was probably a stretch, but what if the kidnappers weren’t after money? What if this was some kind of revenge tactic to get back at Lizbeth for messing with their source of income?

      Nina shuddered as she pictured Lizbeth and her infant son falling prey to the kind of evil scum that made a business out of the buying and selling of women and children.

      Realistically speaking, the odds of that were low. Contrary to what action movies and urban superstition would have people believe, most trafficking victims didn’t get snatched off the street by scary men in vans. Most of the time, women were trafficked by people they knew and trusted. Parents, husbands, boyfriends, and coworkers were the usual suspects.

      Additionally, rich, high-profile housewives were never a target for trafficking. Never. Snatching them was just asking for a world of hurt to come raining down upon them, just as it was happening now. No, it was much easier for traffickers to snatch impoverished women, homeless women, mentally ill women, etc. The goal was to target people that wouldn’t be missed or whose families wouldn’t have the means to come looking for.

      Which was what made Lizbeth’s abduction all the more bizarre. Kidnapping her for the purpose of trafficking didn’t make sense, especially since the abductors had shot her before grabbing her. On the other hand, if their goal was to get some money out of the deal, then why the silence? The longer they waited, the more risk they were putting themselves in that the FBI would find them.

      Something strange was going on.

      With that in mind, Nina shut her laptop and got up, grabbing her bag from the back of her chair where she’d hung it. Before jumping to any more conclusions, she needed to have a look at what happened for herself. She’d already seen a few clips floating around online, but most of those were shaky or only captured part of the event. The security cameras outside the hotel were sure to have more solid footage, though.

      “I hope so, anyway,” Nina muttered to herself as she stepped out of her office.
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      “Baker’s hopeless,” Holm grumbled in defeat as the two of us left the office later that evening.

      No new cases had come up, so we’d spent most of the day down in the basement helping the other agents and brushing up on our own shooting skills. By the end, Baker had at least gotten around to actually hitting the target pretty consistently, which was great, but still not quite good enough for us to feel confident sending him out into the field. At least Bonnie, Clyde, and the other ambulatory agents had all seemed pretty proficient by the end.

      “Can’t we just stick him behind a desk or something?” Holm suggested as we walked over to our cars. “I know nobody wants to be stuck pushing pencils around, but the kid’s going to get himself killed. That’s assuming he doesn’t take someone else down with him in the process.”

      “I think that’s what Diane would prefer,” I replied, feeling a little bad for Baker. It was obvious that Diane had been treating him with kid gloves, giving him busy work and doing her best not to send him out. I could understand Baker’s frustration, but on the other hand, Holm made a good point, too. An agent needed to be able to trust their partner to have their back. “Well, I’m sure she’ll just delay assigning him a new partner for as long as she can.” I pursed my lips as we reached my car. “It’s a crappy situation. Diane can’t just give him the boot, you know? That wouldn’t be fair to him.”

      “But we can’t just let him loose on Miami,” Holm added. “Yeah, I hear you. Guess we’ve got our work cut out for us, teaching him to get his act together. Anyway, all this teaching’s got me stressed out. Want to hit up Mike’s?”

      “Sure,” I replied with a shrug. Holm was already pulling the passenger side door of my car open, as though he knew I would say yes. It had been a while since we’d been to the Tropical Tango Hut.

      “I think I’d take a gunfight over another teaching lesson any day,” Holm grunted as he leaned back and got settled into his seat. “Shooting my problems away is a lot easier than trying to be that patient.”

      “Oh?” I laughed as I backed out of the parking lot. “So no future as an academy instructor for you after retirement?”

      “Hell no,” Holm replied plainly. “I have a whole lot more respect for them, though. “

      “Oh, come on,” I chided jokingly. “They weren’t that hard to teach!”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Holm agreed begrudgingly. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just not cut out for it. When stuff comes so easily, it’s frustrating to watch other people struggle.”

      “When it comes easily?” I repeated, tossing him a sideways grin as I pulled out onto the road. “Are you referring to yourself? I think I remember a few times during our own rookie days where you pulled some pretty stupid stunts.”

      “Which is why I said I’ve got a lot more respect now for instructors,” he chuckled. “Having to deal with that all day, every day? No thanks.”

      “Yeah, I see your point,” I agreed with a laugh. Still, I hadn’t thought teaching the other agents was all that bad. Even Baker eventually relaxed and started to improve. Maybe Holm really wasn’t cut out for it.

      I wondered, as I drove over to the bar, whether I might want to become an instructor in the future. Holm and I often joked about never retiring, too enthralled with the thrill of the job to even entertain the thought of stopping. Realistically, though, there would probably come a point when my body just couldn’t keep up. Whether that happened ten, twenty, or thirty years in the future, eventually I’d have to find something else to occupy my time with.

      Teaching might not be so bad. It would be nice getting to train up the new generation of agents, newbies like Baker who had the right spirit but still needed a little nudging in the right direction. Or maybe I’d take a page out of Holm’s book and dedicate my free time to boating and fishing. He was always going on and on about wanting to do that.

      I glanced over at him a few minutes later as I pulled the car into the parking lot in front of Mike’s. We’d somehow managed to beat the usual rush hour traffic, so the drive hadn’t taken all that long. Holm was frowning down at his phone, his face unusually stern as he tapped it.

      “Everything okay?” I asked as I turned off the ignition.

      “Huh?” Holm blinked up at me in surprise. “Oh, we’re here. Uh, no. I mean yeah, everything is fine.”

      “What’s up?” I asked as I pushed the door open. “Not like you to space out that much. You didn’t even notice we’d stopped?”

      “I wasn’t spaced out,” Holm grumbled, his eyes drifting back down to the phone. “Just concentrated.” He pursed his mouth into a thin, crooked line, looking concerned at whatever had him so preoccupied.

      “Ronnie okay?” I asked as I recalled how she and her fiance had been injured during the blast at Holm’s apartment some time back.

      “Yeah,” Holm grunted before shoving his phone back into his pocket. His hand twitched against the fabric of his pants, as though he wanted to grab it again.

      I struggled as I tried to decide whether or not to be more nosy. Something was obviously up, and I wanted to know what it was. It wasn’t anything serious, or Holm would have told me, but still, whatever it was clearly had him on edge.

      “It’s Aurora,” Holm offered before I had a chance to badger him again. He rolled his eyes and shot me a look. “I can tell you’re dying to ask. That’s what it is. I just… I don’t know. I think I made her mad.”

      “Oh.” I blinked at him in surprise. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but a spat between him and Aurora wasn’t it. She was crazy about Holm, often going as far as flying over from Italy just to go on dates with him, and Holm, to my knowledge, was pretty crazy about her as well. He always got shy and clammed up when it came to talking about her, but if anything, that just proved how important she was to him. To hear that they were fighting actually made me feel bad for him.

      “Yeah,” Holm sighed as the two of us slowly made our way into the bar. “I’ve sent her a few messages, but she keeps replying with one-word answers. ‘Ok’, ‘sure’, ‘fine’, that kind of stuff.” His face crumpled. “That’s a bad sign, right?”

      “Probably,” I replied honestly, and Holm’s shoulders sagged.

      “Hey! There’s my two favorite customers,” Mike greeted us as we walked over to the bar. It was still early enough that the place was half empty, so there were plenty of stools to choose from. “Oh, why the long face? Work got you down?”

      “His girlfriend’s mad at him,” I snickered, unable to pass up the chance to poke a little fun.

      “Oh, is that right?” Mike asked, an amused look on his face as Holm plopped his elbows down onto the bartop.

      “Yeah,” he grumbled sadly.

      “Well, first one’s on me, then,” Mike replied as he turned to fix a drink for Holm. “Don’t get too down about it. Plenty of fish in the sea, and all that. I’ve always said that it’s near impossible to find a decent woman willing to put up with the kind of schedules we–”

      “Wait, hold on a minute!” Holm interrupted, quickly straightening up. “What do you mean ‘plenty of fish in the sea’? We’re not breaking up! I mean–” He turned to look at me, his eyes desperate. “You don’t think those texts mean she wants to dump me, right?”

      “Well…” I stammered, unsure what to say. I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire of his mounting panic, but I didn’t want to give him any false hope either. To be honest, I didn’t exactly have a whole lot of experience when it came to relationship issues. Heck, stuff like this was the reason I tended to steer clear of having proper relationships. I had no interest in dealing with this kind of drama.

      “What are you asking him for?” Mike snorted and brushed me off with a wave of his hand. “Ethan’s love life is a disaster.”

      “That’s a little harsh,” I grumbled defensively as Mike passed me a pint of beer.

      “You stay out of this,” he instructed before turning back to Holm. “Alright, so tell me what happened. What did you do to make her mad?”

      “Why do you assume I did something?” Holm asked indignantly, his eyebrows knitting together as he looked back at Mike.

      “Of course you did something,” Mike snorted. “Why else would she be mad?” He shook his head. “If you can’t even figure out what it was you did, then no wonder she's being short with you.”

      “But…” Holm muttered as he stared down at the glass Mike had set in front of him. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it looked stronger than beer. “I can’t remember doing anything.”

      “Hmmm, maybe it’s not something you did,” Mike suggested as he leaned back and crossed his arms. “But rather something you didn’t do.”

      “What do you mean?” Holm asked, his frown deepening.

      “Well, have you been calling her enough?” Mike asked. “Sending her messages? Asking about her day? Women notice the little details like that.”

      “Oh,” Holm replied, his face flushing. “W-well, we’re both really busy. I mean, I’m out on missions all the time, and she’s training to take over the wine business from her father. I guess we haven’t really been talking on the phone as often… but I’ve been trying to message her! Once I had free time again, I finally got around to responding to all her messages, but now she seems upset.”

      “All her messages?” I repeated, a bad feeling sinking into the pit of my stomach. “So she’s been trying to get in contact with you and you’ve been ignoring her?”

      “I wasn’t ignoring her!” Holm insisted defensively, his voice rising in volume. “I was a little indisposed being half dead after getting shot in the head and breaking all of my bones! You’re welcome, by the way.” He pouted and took a long gulp of his drink.

      Holm had pulled that card often ever since our last case. He’d saved my life by shoving a perp off the roof of a building, and that was after he’d already been shot and kidnapped to boot. He’d been milking his injuries ever since, always grousing that he’d saved my life in a bid to get his way. As annoying as it was, I had to admit that I did owe him.

      “Well, I certainly appreciate the sacrifice,” I replied, “but I’m not so sure Aurora feels the same way.”

      “Does she know you got hurt?” Mike asked.

      “Yeah,” Holm replied, nodding his head. “I sent her a message, and she got really worried and kept trying to call and text. The meds made me all loopy, though, and I didn’t want to talk with her when I was drugged out of my mind.”

      “So you ignored her,” I reiterated.

      “I didn’t!” Holm argued, but his face looked distraught. “I’m going to try calling her again.” He slid off the stool and walked a bit away from us, to a quieter corner of the bar.

      I chuckled to myself as I watched him pull his phone out of his pocket, his hand shaking. It was a strange scene. Holm was as solid as a tree and not easily rattled. I’d watched him run headfirst into a swarm of perps all armed to the teeth, but a conversation with Aurora literally had him shaking.

      “Who would have thought?” Mike mumbled, a small smile on his face as he glanced over at Holm. “You know, if I’d had to guess, I would have assumed that you would be the one to find a girl to settle down with.”

      “What?” I turned to look at him. “Why would you think that?”

      “Well, you’re the one who’s always running around with the ladies,” Mike chortled. “Especially that specific one, what’s her name?”

      I almost said Tessa’s name out loud, but bit my tongue before I could. Why had hers been the name to pop to the forefront of my mind at Mike’s words?

      “Heh.” Mike shook his head. “Then again, maybe the fact that you’ve always got a different girl on your arm should have clued me in that you wouldn’t be the one to settle down. Robbie, though, he’s not a womanizer like you.”

      “I am not–” I started to argue, but before I could get another word in, there was a loud crash behind me. I turned to look and found that one of the tables had been overturned. One of the bar patrons was on the floor with another standing over him, red in the face.

      “Alright, alright!” Mike called out, his voice stern as he marched out from behind the bar. “Break it up, we’re not gonna have any of that in here!”

      I shook my head and went back to my beer. It seemed there was another petty brawl every other time we were in here. The last time we’d visited, one of Mike’s TVs had almost kicked the bucket when a customer had launched a glass of beer at the wall. I was so used to Mike being able to quell any rambunctious bar guests that I completely disregarded the altercation until someone yelled.

      “Woah, put that down!” a voice called out. A feeling of foreboding flooded through me as I turned to see what was the matter. The man who had knocked over the table was holding a gun now. He had it pointed down at the man on the floor, and everyone else in the bar was frozen still.

      “Let’s all just settle down,” Mike urged calmly, his voice low and steady. “No need to do anything crazy.”

      “You’re going to give me what you owe me!” the man with the gun snarled as he jutted the gun in his hand down at the man on the floor, completely disregarding Mike. “Do you have any idea how much you’ve screwed up my life? I went out on a limb for you! I lied to my wife about giving you the money! And now you’re just going to leave me high and dry!?”

      “It’s not like that!” the man on the floor squeaked, his voice trembling. “I swear I’ll get it to you. I just need–”

      BANG.

      A few of the other bar patrons shouted in fright and surprise as the gun went off. The man on the floor curled into a ball as a bullet tore through the floor just a foot from his head.

      “Don’t tell me you need more time!” the gunman screamed. “I’ve given you too many chances as it is!”

      “Put that away, now!” Mike ordered as he took a step toward the crazed man. “You’re not going to be shooting a gun off in my bar!”

      “Shut up!” the gunman yelled as he pulled the gun off the man on the floor and pointed it toward Mike instead. I was on my feet in an instant, as were a few of the other bar patrons. As touching as their protective reactions were, though, I couldn’t let them get involved. Anyone else joining the fray would just be more civvies for me to look out for. The sooner I got this under control, the better.

      Before I could reach for my own gun, though, the gunman moved his firearm onto me.

      “Don’t come any closer!” he warned before moving it back to Mike, and then back down at the man on the floor. “None of you get any closer!”

      “Okay,” I agreed placatingly, slowly raising my hands. “We’ll all stay right where we are. But you need to put that gun down, okay?”

      “Don’t tell me what to do!” the gunman sneered. “All of you just mind your own business! This is between me and this lying little weasel!”

      “You made it everyone’s business by bringing it into Mike’s bar,” I replied as I took a step closer. That proved to be a mistake, as the gunman quickly turned his rage, and his sidearm, onto me.

      “Shut up!” he screamed. “You don’t know me! You have no idea what I’m going through! My wife left and took the kids. I can’t pay my mortgage! I have nothing left to live for, all because of this piece of crap!” He turned the gun back onto the man on the floor, his finger twitching against the trigger.

      “Stop!” I yelled, instinctively moving forward as I reached for my own gun. Whatever drama had gone down between these two, I couldn’t allow the gunman to just shoot the other guy. In the blink of an eye, before I could pull my sidearm from its holster, the gunman’s pistol was back on me.

      Time seemed to move in slow motion as I stared down the barrel of his gun, his finger still pressed against the trigger. I’d succeeded in pulling his attention off the guy on the floor, but now I was about to be shot instead.

      “Hey!” Holm suddenly screamed from the other end of the bar. A flash of brown and gray went flying through the air as the gunman turned, his finger flexing against the trigger and firing. A bullet sailed through the stool that Holm had just thrown in a bid to distract him. I leapt at the opportunity and rushed forward, closing the distance between me and the gunman in just a few steps.

      I threw the full force of my weight against him, knocking him down to the ground. He grunted with pain as he fell flat on his back dropping his gun in the process. Mike was there a second later, snatching it off the ground at lightning speed.

      “Moron,” he gruffed at the gunman as I turned him over so I could pull his hands behind his back. “Robbie, you alright?”

      I turned to check on Holm, concern filling me at hearing Mike’s question. Holm was standing by the wall of the bar, a small, smoking hole just inches from his head where the bullet had cut clean through the stool before slamming into the wall right beside where Holm was standing.

      “I’m okay,” Holm assured us, and that was all I needed to turn back around and continue getting a set of cuffs onto the perp’s wrists.

      “Hope that tantrum was worth a trip to jail,” Mike scoffed at the man as he walked back to the bar. Once I was finished getting him cuffed, Holm came over to help me get him up off the floor. We sat him down at an empty table near the door to wait for the cops.

      “Don’t do anything dumb,” Holm grumbled at him before turning to look at Mike, a small smile on his face. “So does this count as far as getting that free drink? I mean, I did get shot at.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            ETHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Holm and I didn’t stay long after handing the perp over to the cops. Though we’d only had one drink each, we both felt tired after the impromptu fight and shoot out.

      “Man, we really can’t catch a break, huh?” Holm groaned as we both climbed back into my car. “No matter where we go, we somehow always wind up getting shot at.”

      “Maybe we’re cursed,” I joked as I started the car and pulled out into the street. It was later now, Miami’s nightlife was starting to come alive, and traffic was a lot heavier now than it had been on our way here. “Remember that Voodoo case we worked?”

      “A hundred years ago?” Holm replied. “Yeah, I remember. You think we picked up some bad mojo or something?” He laughed under his breath. “I know you don’t believe in that stuff.”

      “Yeah, not really,” I replied. “Though there was that creepy little doll Madame What-Was-Her-Name gave me.”

      “Oh, yeah…” Holm mumbled, his eyebrows scrunching together as he recalled the memory. “We were undercover, and you fed her that story about wanting to curse your boss.” His eyes went wide as he snapped his head around to look at me. “Wait, wouldn’t that have cursed Diane? Uh, not that I believe in any of that in the first place.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I snickered. “But yeah, I guess. Diane’s the head of MBLIS, though. So maybe by cursing her, we cursed all of us by association. We’ve had bad enough luck since then.”

      “Well, yeah,” Holm muttered. “But we’ve had good luck, too. I mean we always end up solving every wild case that gets thrown our way.”

      “That wasn’t luck, though.” I shot him a sidelong glance. “That was all us.”

      “True.” He nodded. We spent a little more time discussing whether or not we’d accidentally cursed Diane all the way to Holm’s place. Since he’d left his car at the office, I offered to come and get him in the morning on my way to work. After that, I set off toward my own boathouse.

      On the way there, I rolled my windows down and breathed in the scent of the sea breeze. Taking the long way around to the marina meant nearly doubling my trip as I drove along the coast, but it was worth it to avoid the bumper-to-bumper traffic and accompanying smells of oil and exhaust. The back roads were removed enough that the crisp, salty air that wafted in through the ocean reached me through the open windows of my car, making the longer trip not only worth it, but preferable, when I had the time to spare.

      I hadn’t quite made it to the marina yet when my phone rang. As I slowed to a stop at a red light, I quickly dug it out of my pocket to have a look. I was a little surprised to see that it was Bonnie calling. Before the light could turn green, I answered and put the phone on speaker.

      “Hello?” Bonnie called before I could say anything. “Ethan?”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, immediately picking up on the strange tone of her voice. She sounded tense, her voice high and quiet.

      “I need a favor,” she replied. “A huge one. Um, are you free to talk right now?”

      I looked up and saw that the light had turned green.

      “Yeah, just a second,” I replied, stepping on the accelerator. I drove for a little but until I came upon a spot where I could safely pull off of the road. Once there, I threw the car into park and refocused on the call. “What is it?”

      “It’s Hariska,” Bonnie replied, her voice shaking around the former agent’s name. “I think so, anyway.”

      I felt like I’d just been splashed with a bucket of ice cold water.

      “Hariska?” I repeated, my heart thumping rapidly. “Why do you think that? Did you see her?”

      “No,” Bonnie replied. “I got a letter. Today after work I found it. It said that–” she paused, and I could hear her breathing heavily on the other end of the line. “It said I should enjoy the time I have left with Aaron, because soon enough, someone would be by to ‘finish the job’.”

      I swore. Agent Aaron Rivers was one of the agents who’d been injured during the attack on the office Hariska had partially orchestrated. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to discern that the letter mostly likely referred to someone coming to finish the job of killing him, since he’d survived the attack.

      “I already told Diane,” Bonnie replied. “And of course she was super worried and said we should stay somewhere else, and that’s why I called you. Aaron needs a place to stay, and I don’t really have room. And we thought about getting a place together, but considering we don’t know how long this will be for, I thought–”

      “Okay, breathe for a second,” I urged. She was speaking so quickly that I could barely catch what she was saying. “Whatever you need, you got it, okay? But why don’t we meet up somewhere? We can talk it out calmly.”

      “Yeah, good idea,” Bonnie replied. “Uh, there’s a Starbucks that’s open twenty-four hours near the office. Do you know it?”

      “I’ll find it,” I replied, not wanting to suggest anywhere else when Bonnie was so panicked. I was almost home already, but I was willing to head back that way if it got Bonnie somewhere quicker where she could calm down. “I’ll be there soon, okay?”

      “Okay,” Bonnie agreed. “See you soon.”

      The second the call was over, I turned my car around and sped off toward the coffee shop in question. I was fairly certain I knew which one she meant, and I wasn’t about to waste any time getting there when Bonnie needed my help.

      When I pulled my car into the parking lot, Bonnie’s car was already there. She wasn’t in it, though, which made me think she was already inside the shop. I jumped out of my car and ran inside. I spotted her quickly, her large, bushy head of curls unmistakable even from a distance. She was sitting next to Agent Rivers, who had his arm around her and seemed to be rubbing her back comfortingly.

      “Hey,” I called out, and even though I’d spoken softly, Bonnie still jumped. She actually looked more startled than Rivers, even though he was the one whose life had been threatened in the letter.

      “You’re here,” Bonnie muttered, looking up at me with red, puffy eyes.

      “Hey,” Rivers added, sounding a bit sheepish. “Sorry about calling you out here in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s fine!” Bonnie insisted with a sniffle. “Ethan doesn’t mind, right?” She looked up at me again with sad, watery eyes.

      “Of course not,” I assured her, my heart squeezing uncomfortably seeing her like that. I was used to Bonnie always looking so bright and cheerful, so seeing her so scared and broken made something inside me twist. I sat opposite them at the table. “Okay, so why don’t you explain exactly what happened? You told me on the phone that you got that letter and that you told Diane about it?”

      “Yeah, I called her,” Bonnie replied, sniffling as she wiped her eyes dry. “The second I got it I left my apartment. I didn’t even grab anything since I was worried someone might be watching or something.” She pursed her lips as she glanced nervously out the windows. “Then I called Aaron. I was so scared someone would try to attack him, but he was still at the office.”

      “Agent Price wanted to show me some stupid website,” he explained. “Guess I’m lucky she did.”

      “Diane told us he should stay with a friend or family member,” Bonnie continued. “She thinks it was probably Hariska, too. Aaron doesn’t really have any friends or family here, though.”

      “I didn’t have the best home life growing up,” the cyber crimes agent revealed, shifting uncomfortably in his seat as he spoke. “Suffice to say I packed my stuff and moved clean across the country. My only real friend is Price, and even though she did offer to let me stay with her–”

      “She lives in a studio with four cats,” Bonnie explained.

      “Which, considering my life is in danger, doesn’t seem that big of a deal in hindsight,” Rivers muttered.

      “You’re allergic to cats, though,” Bonnie noted.

      “I’m more allergic to bullets,” Rivers replied dryly.

      “Well, regardless,” Bonnie pressed on, “I’m planning on staying with my sister, but she’s got kids so there’s not much space at her house. And Diane offered to put him up in a hotel or something, but there would be records of that, you know? Last time, Hariska hacked into our records and communication systems to spy on us, so I thought she might be able to find out if the agency suddenly spent money on a hotel.”

      “Makes sense, actually,” I muttered darkly. Hariska was, unfortunately, very intelligent. Until she was caught, it would be better not to leave too much of a paper trail.

      “Then I remembered that you have a house,” Bonnie continued. “A real one, I mean, not the boathouse you live on. You don’t use it, right? So Aaron wouldn’t be bothering you, and they probably wouldn’t think to look for him there. If anything, they’d search for him at your boat.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” I replied dryly.

      “You don’t have to,” Rivers spoke up. “Actually, I’d prefer it if you didn’t. You’re right to be worried about Hariska coming after you. I don’t want to put anyone in danger.”

      “I was just joking,” I assured him as I leaned back in my chair. “It wouldn’t be the first time that a perp’s come to attack me on my boat, trust me. And you’re not the one putting us in danger. Hariska has a bone to pick with the entire branch. Honestly, it was only a matter of time before she came after Holm and me, anyway.”

      “Still, I don’t want to intrude,” Rivers murmured abashedly before turning to peek at Bonnie. “Look, maybe I should just take Diane up on that offer for a hotel.”

      “Shh!” Bonnie shushed him forcefully, her eyebrows knitting together. “Just do this for me, okay? You’ll be safer at Ethan’s place, nobody even knows where it is! I’ve never been there! And every time he gets targeted by a perp, they go looking for him at the marina.”

      “That’s true, actually,” I agreed. “And she’s right. I don’t even use the house, so nobody would think to look there. It’s not even listed as my official address anymore on my work documents. I had all that changed back when Holm’s apartment was bombed.”

      Though I didn’t use the house, it had great sentimental value to me. It had been my grandfather’s, and after my parents passed, it was where I’d grown up. The very last thing I wanted was for some psychotic perp with a grudge to go and blow it up.

      “See?” Bonnie brightened up as she turned to look at Rivers. “It’s perfect. Look, I know this is weird for you, but you’re not a field agent like Ethan is. And you weren’t even at our shooting practice today! For some reason, Hariska has it out for you specifically, and you barely even know how to handle a gun! Just… do this for me, okay?” She looked like she was about to cry, and Rivers looked distressed as a result.

      “Okay!” he quickly agreed. “Okay, I will. I promise.” He reached out to grab her hands, and I suddenly felt like I was intruding on something.

      “You will?” Bonnie beamed up at him, seeming much calmer now. Rivers nodded, still looking much less frantic than her.

      “Yeah,” he assured her before turning to look at me. “So, uh…where’s this house of yours?”
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      Nina frowned as she reviewed the security footage from the restaurant. It was actually attached to a hotel owned by Frederick Mason. Nina couldn’t imagine how alarming that must have been, watching his wife get snatched right before his eyes, just steps from the entrance of his own building.

      The restaurant staff had been more than willing to cooperate, which wasn’t surprising, given that this was their boss’s wife and child that had been kidnapped. It had been a refreshing change of pace for Nina. It wasn’t unusual for her to be met with resistance when it came to gathering information like this. A lot of people didn’t trust law enforcement, or were sometimes too afraid to cooperate.

      Unfortunately, despite their cooperation, the security footage didn’t yield anything too useful. The camera had caught the van front and center, which would have been perfect, except that the men had covered the license plate with some kind of plastic. It was loose and wrinkly, and it looked like some kind of small trash bag to Nina. A hasty measure, but one that had worked beautifully. It completely obscured the plate, which left Nina at a dead end.

      All the men also wore black ski masks that, though a bit cartoonish, completely covered their entire faces. She frowned as she watched the video back for what felt like the hundredth time. The van pulled up, tires screeching. The men all jumped out, guns in their hands. The crowd scattered, including Lizbeth, who grabbed baby Leon out of his strolled before sprinting toward the restaurant. Frederick Mason ran out to her, but before he could reach her, one of the kidnappers lifted his gun and fired.

      Nina’s forehead wrinkled as she rewound that particular bit again. Why had he shot her? If the goal was to kidnap her for ransom, then killing her right in front of her wealthy husband was a stupid move, no?

      “Then was the goal something else?” Nina muttered. There still had been no word of a ransom demand or any other contact from the kidnappers. Lizbeth’s life obviously wasn’t important to the kidnappers, so maybe ransom wasn’t the motive behind the kidnapping. Then again, it was possible the man had just panicked and pulled the trigger without thinking.

      Nina sighed with frustration. After emailing all the video files to herself, she left the restaurant. The footage had only captured the van arriving and then speeding away, but hadn’t caught anything after that.

      Nina needed to know where it went.

      Fortunately for her, this was a rather upscale part of Miami. The buildings here were all nicer and housed more expensive shops, restaurants, and homes. As such, the majority of them all had security cameras.

      As she eyed the ritzy hair salon right next door, Nina took a deep breath. This was going to be a long day.

      And so Nina made her way down along the street, stopping at every building that had some kind of security camera mounted out front. Unfortunately, the process was neither quick nor easy. Not every business or residential apartment building was as ready and willing to hand over their security footage as the hotel had been. They all did, eventually, once Nina presented her badge and made her case as to why she needed to see it, but going through the motions over and over quickly ate into her time. Nina spent twice as long introducing herself and explaining the circumstances of her visit than she did actually looking through the security footage.

      Each stop provided her with a little more information as she tracked the van’s movements. For a while,it just continued straight, speeding off so quickly that Nina eventually started skipping stops and only checking security footage every few buildings. She continued on like that until the van suddenly disappeared, and then she had to backtrack and figure out where it had turned off the main road. Once she did, she struck gold.

      There, in the tiny, cramped office of some Michelin star restaurant, Nina watched as the van took a sharp turn onto a narrow side road. As it did, the plastic bag flapped through the air before tearing off partially. Nina slowed down the footage as much as she could and zoomed in, squinting as she struggled to read the series of numbers and letters.

      “Crap,” she hissed as she realized that, even though the bag was gone now, the angle wasn’t right. She had gotten close, but it still wasn’t enough. “Just a little closer.”

      She turned and rushed out of the building, nearly colliding with a waiter bearing a tray of food as she left. Several snobbish-looking restaurant guests turned to cast her disapproving looks as she ran, staring their noses down at her. Nina ignored them. If only they knew she was in a rush to save an innocent woman and child, maybe they wouldn’t act so snotty about her sprinting through some fancy restaurant.

      Nina hurried down the street, turning her head left and right as she scanned the buildings for ones with a camera that might have caught a decent angle of the plate. Finally she spotted what looked like a tiny convenience store with a camera mounted at what was probably the perfect angle straight down the street. By that point, Nina had left the nicer neighborhood in her quest to follow the van. The area the convenience store was in was a lot less glitzy and, in fact, looked a bit on the dilapidated side. It was surprising how different things could look with just a few streets of difference.

      Nina didn’t have time to ponder on that, though. She quickly stepped into the convenience store to request a look at their cameras. As she did, the man behind the counter looked up at her, doing a double take that set Nina on edge.

      “Welcome,” the man called out, looking her up and down.

      Nina groaned internally. The man didn’t threaten her at all, but she didn’t have time for whatever weird thoughts were going through his mind. She needed to look at those cameras, and she hoped that the man wasn’t about to make this difficult.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      “Yes,” Nina replied. “Actually you can. I’m with–” Before she could explain that she was with the FBI, the man barrelled on.

      “If you want to buy something, I got you,” he muttered, his voice dropping lower as he spoke.

      “What?” Nina frowned at him, confused. Something was strange about the man’s tone.

      “If there’s something you’re looking for,” the man insisted with a shrug. “You know.” He pressed his fingers together and lifted them to his mouth quickly in a show of smoking something.

      Nina’s jaw dropped open. “Are you offering me drugs?” she asked the man plainly.

      “Nah,” the man replied with a shrug. “I’m not offering anything. Just saying, if there was something I could help you with, it’s not a problem.” He watched Nina expectantly. Nina wasn’t sure whether she should feel offended. Did she look like a druggie or something?

      “Yeah,” she laughed as she pulled her badge out of her bag. “I’m Agent Nina Gosse with the FBI. I need to take a look at your security tapes.”

      “Oh, f–” the man bit his lip and bowed his head. “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious,” Nina replied, trying her best not to burst into laughter at the unexpected exchange. “And I’ll agree to forget this conversation ever happened if you let me have a look at those tapes without a fuss. So?” She watched him expectantly, and the man nodded.

      “Yeah, sure,” he muttered, swallowing nervously before indicating for her to come back behind the desk. Nina walked back warily, still cautious of him. The computer by the register showed the live camera feeds.

      “I need to see earlier,” Nina informed him. “Yesterday, around noon.”

      “Yeah, no problem,” the man replied, rushing to do as she requested. He quickly pulled up the right video and then stepped back, gesturing for her to go ahead with a small wave of his hand.

      “Thanks,” Nina murmured as she stepped closer to watch the recordings. It took a little bit for the van to appear, and once it did, it was gone in a flash, still speeding down the road. It nearly collided with another car as it flew down the narrow road.

      Nina rewound through the footage frame by frame, carefully watching until she was able to pick out the details of the plate.

      “I got you,” she muttered as she noted the plate number down on her phone. It wasn’t complete, still missing the last number, but this would be enough. The second she got back to the office, she would do a search using what she was able to see of the place, cross-referenced for large, black vans.

      Finally, she was getting closer to figuring out who had taken Lizbeth and Leon Mason.
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      After getting the plate, Nina rushed back to the office. The FBI Miami branch office wasn’t actually located in Miami proper, so the drive back took some time. Nina’s entire body felt jittery the whole way back. The second she’d gotten a decent read on the plate, she’d called ahead to request that a search be run. It was actually rare for her to find a break in a case this early. It had only been a day since Lizbeth and Leon had been taken, and already they had a solid lead on the kidnappers.

      On the other hand, this discovery still hadn’t come soon enough. Nina had worked this job so long that she knew the statistics inside and out. The FBI had forty-eight hours to find Lizbeth and the baby before the FBI’s chances of finding them at all diminished tenfold. After seventy-two, the odds were higher that they’d be searching for bodies.

      Nina pushed the thought from her mind. They were making excellent time, all things considered. She would get back to the office, get the results of the search, and if nothing went wrong, she’d have a primary suspect within the next few hours. Lizbeth and Leon Mason were going to come home safely. Nina was going to make sure of that.

      Nina was practically biting her nails off by the time she made it back to the FBI office. She rushed straight over to Agent Parson’s office. He was one of their intelligence analysts, and although pretty much anyone could have run that search, Parson always pushed Nina’s stuff straight to the top. She was sure he’d have something ready for her by the time she arrived.

      She wasn’t disappointed. She’d barely taken two steps into the office that Parson shared with his partner, Agent Ruez, when Parson looked up at her and smiled.

      “Got your results,” he proclaimed, a smug look of accomplishment on his face. “Didn’t take long at all. Those photos you sent me were really good, you got almost the entire plate and a really good view of the car itself.”

      “You have no idea what it took me to get those,” Nina joked as she walked over to his desk at the end of the room. Parson was the only one in the office, with Ruez nowhere to be seen. Actually, a lot of the office had been empty, given how late in the day it was.

      “I bet,” Parson laughed as he swiveled in his rolling chair to look at her. “Have you been out all day? I was just about to leave when you called to ask me to run the plates. You caught me just in time.”

      “Yeah,” Nina replied, rolling the tension out of her neck and shoulders as she spoke. She really had been at it all day, going from building to building, tracking the van as far as she could until she was able to grab a decent photo of the plate. “Since early this morning, actually. I couldn’t stop until I had something, though. There’s a kid involved. Not even a year old, I don’t think.”

      “Oh, the Mason case, right?” Parson asked as he rolled to the side. He motioned for Nina to step closer before clicking away at his computer keyboard. “Yeah, I heard about that. Guess everyone has, it’s been all over social media.” Parson shook his head. “Pretty dang bold of those guys, snatching a wealthy heiress and her baby off the street like that in broad daylight. You have any idea what their motive was yet?”

      “Not at all,” Nina grumbled, frustration seeping into her voice. “I called the director on my way here, just to make sure I hadn’t missed the kidnappers making contact. It’s been radio silence so far, though.”

      “That’s not good,” Parson murmured as he brought up the results of the search. “Well, hopefully this will point you in the right direction.” He gestured toward the screen.

      On it, Parson had brought up several windows. The one most prominently displayed in the middle of the screen showed a driver’s license. A dour-looking man with a bald head and rough, leathery looking skin stared back at Nina.

      “That’s who the van is registered to,” Parson explained. “Duncan Fields. Works as an electrician. Or worked, I should say. I did a little digging before you got here and found out Mr. Fields was laid off about six months ago.”

      “So he’s definitely in need of money,” Nina muttered. “Possibly desperate. That gives him a motive for snatching Lizbeth and the baby.” She glanced over at the other windows. “What’s all this?”

      “Oh, I took the liberty of pulling up Fields’ latest known address,” Parson replied, “as well as the last place that the van was serviced for exhaust testing. Just in case the address turned out to be a bust, we’d have some kind of jumping off point.”

      “I knew I could count on you.” Nina grinned at her friend, patting him on the shoulder gratefully. “Can you email me all of that? I’ll head straight to the address on file and go from there.”

      “No problem,” Parson replied. “I’ll have copies sent to your work computer and to your phone.”

      “Thanks,” Nina replied as she turned to leave his office. “We still up for drinks after work on Friday? Culver and Janneson are coming too.”

      “You know it.” Parson gave her a thumbs up, and Nina left.

      She hurried back out of the building, too wired now to wait for the elevator and opting for the stairs instead as she rushed back out into the parking lot where she’d left her car. It was late, but there was no way she could wait on this. Now that she had an address, she needed to get there ASAP. Lizbeth and Leon’s lives hung in the balance.

      As she was climbing into her car, Nina wondered briefly if she should bring another agent along. Her old partner had retired recently, and when she wasn’t working as part of a unit, Nina tended to stick to herself. Still, something like this might be too dangerous for her to go alone.

      In the end, she decided not to waste time catching someone else up to speed. Instead, she just requested backup from the police, warning them to approach quietly and with caution, should they arrive before her. Nina didn’t want them spooking the kidnappers by rushing in with their lights and sirens all ablaze.

      Once she had backup confirmed and en route, Nina hurried straight to the address that Parson had given her. That led her to a small apartment complex on the outskirts of Miami, nowhere near the water and in an area that was neither nice nor crummy. The complex looked clean enough and decently well maintained. That didn’t mean perfect, though. The gate was broken when Nina drove up to it, and some of the buildings looked like they could use a fresh coat of paint.

      Nina drove slowly, surreptitiously easing her car between rows of buildings until she reached the correct one. The cops weren’t there yet, so Nina quickly called to get their ETA. Once she was sure that they would be there within the next five minutes, Nina quietly slipped out of the car.

      She was wearing plain clothes, so rather than sneaking around, Nina just calmly got out of her car and strolled up to the entrance of the building. Nobody knew who she was nor that she was with the FBI. As far as they were concerned, Nina was just another resident, or maybe here visiting someone.

      Nina kept that pretense up until she reached Fields’s door. Once there, she quickly glanced left and right, ensuring that there was nobody else within sight. As soon as she felt confident that the coast was clear, Nina reached for her sidearm, her hand hovering above it as she pressed her ear to the door. She had enough probable cause to bust straight in, but she wanted to have an idea of what she was getting into before rushing headfirst. The last thing Nina wanted was for either Lizbeth or the baby to get hurt due to her own recklessness.

      As she strained her ears to listen, Nina thought she could hear a voice inside. It sounded deep, so it was probably male, and there was definitely only one. She couldn’t make out any footsteps or any other sounds at all aside from the one voice. That wasn’t great, because it meant she couldn’t discern how many people were inside. She listened for about a minute longer, trying to make out what the man was saying.

      “Just keep her there!” she heard the man raise his voice in frustration. “Wait until we get more instructions.” After that, he lowered his voice again, and Nina could no longer make out what he was saying.

      Keep her there? Nina thought to herself. Was he talking about Lizbeth? He must have been talking on the phone, since Nina couldn’t hear anyone respond. That, and the fact that he’d said to keep her ‘there’ and not ‘here’ meant that Lizbeth wasn’t inside the apartment. What about Leon, though? The man had definitely only mentioned a ‘her’.

      Nina bit her lip. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, and without knowing who all was inside, she’d be rushing in a bit blind. She looked down at the parking lot. The cops still weren’t there, but she couldn’t wait any longer, especially if Lizbeth wasn’t here. Nina needed to figure out where she and the baby were and get over to them as quickly as possible.

      With that in mind, Nina quickly drew her gun and backed a few steps away from the door. She wasn’t going to bother with knocking, doing so would only give the man a heads up that she was there. If she got the angle just right, she’d be able to kick the door in on the first try.

      Nina took a deep breath, turned her body to get the greatest amount of flight and force to her kick, and then she rushed forward. She kicked the door at just the perfect spot, the bottom of her shoe striking right beside the doorknob. The locking mechanism cracked, and the wood around the doorknob splintered, but to her dismay, the door didn’t immediately fly open.

      Nina heard a scuffling noise from inside, no doubt from the man, who had now realized that Nina was busting her way in. She kicked the door again, and this time it swung open freely.

      “FBI!” Nina yelled as she rushed inside, her gun held aloft. “Everybody freeze!” Fields was inside, and he looked exactly as he had in his driver’s license. He was fumbling for something at his waist.

      “Stop!” Nina stepped closer to him, silently praying he would listen to her and put his hands up. She didn’t want to shoot him, not when he was her only link to Lizbeth and Leon, but if he drew some kind of weapon, she would have no choice.

      Fields froze then, his wide eyes flicking up to meet hers. He slowly put both hands up, watching her warily as he did. He was holding a phone in one hand, as Nina had guessed, and she could distantly hear someone yelling on the other end.

      For a second, Nina had hope that Fields might actually listen to her and give up. Then he dropped the phone to the ground before jumping to the side, reaching for his waistband again as he did. Nina reacted on instinct, years of training and experience kicking in as she pulled the trigger of her gun, shooting Fields before he could lift his.

      He grunted with pain as he stumbled to the side, his gun falling to the carpeted floor. Nina rushed up to grab it, quickly sticking it in the pocket of her jacket as she kept her sidearm trained on Fields.

      “Where is Lizeth?” Nina demanded to know as she glared down at Fields. He opened his mouth, but rather than answering her, he just coughed up a mouthful of blood. Nina backed away reflexively, turning away from him as he continued to cough. The gaping hole in his chest where she’d shot him was steadily oozing blood. Nina backed away from him and quickly turned to scan the rest of the apartment.

      She rushed down a short hallway, careful to keep one eye on Fields as she did. She ducked quickly into each room she passed, ensuring that nobody else was there.

      “Lizbeth?” Nina called as she rushed through the small apartment. There wasn’t much to it, so she had it cleared in a matter of moments. “Lizbeth Mason?” Nina called out for her several times, but there was nobody else there, not Lizbeth, not Leon, and no other hostiles.

      She returned to Fields, who was still on the floor, his eyes drooping half-way closed. She snatched his phone off the floor and held it to her ear.

      “Hello?” Nina called cautiously into the phone, unsure what to expect. Of all the things she’d imagined, a frantic scream hadn’t been one of them.

      “Help!” a woman’s voice called out in terror. “Somebody help!”

      “Hello!?” Nina yelled into the receiver. “Is that Lizbeth? Lizbeth, can you hear me?” It didn’t seem like she could, though, because the woman just kept screaming, all while banging and clattering noise went off in the background.

      “Someone please!” the woman yelled. “No! Get away from me! Don’t touch my baby! Help! Someone help!”

      “Lizbeth!?” Nina called out frantically. Then there was an earth-shattering scream, a guttural noise like an animal in pain. It was so ghastly that it sent a chill down Nina’s spine. A sharp, low, sickeningly wet bang followed, like something heavy slamming against a slab of meat. It came again and again, each bang accompanied by another scream. Eventually all the yelling and banging stopped, and there was silence for a moment before Nina heard a noise like rapid, thumping footsteps. And then nothing.

      “Lizbeth?” Nina called into the phone. “Hello? Anyone?”

      It was fruitless, though. Whatever had happened had stopped, and it seemed like whoever had been there was gone now. Nina set the phone down and turned to Fields, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and roughly shaking him awake.

      “Hey! Wake up!” Nina snapped. Fields’s eyes fluttered open.

      “Whuh?” he muttered, his voice weak.

      “Focus,” Nina ordered. “Tell me where Lizbeth and the baby are.”

      “Who?” Fields murmured, his eyes drifting closed again. “A baby?”

      “Yes!” Nina growled as she shook him again, not bothering to be gentle and uncaring that she might be hurting him. She couldn’t get the way that woman on the phone had screamed out of her head. Fields had done that, so she felt no sympathy for him. “Lizbeth and her baby! You and a group of other men kidnapped her!”

      “Yes,” Fields huffed, breathless from the loss of blood. “We took her. We… grabbed her. Travis shot her. He was supposed to kill her. Messed up. Travis is always messing up.”

      “He was supposed to kill her?” Nina repeated, confused by that revelation. “Why? Why did you want to kill her? Wasn’t your goal to get ransom? Hey!” She shook him again as his eyes drifted closed, but this time he didn’t open them again. “No, no, hey! Hey, wake up! Dammit, wake up and tell me where they are!”

      Nina grunted with frustration as she threw Fields back down into the puddle of his own blood. He was dead, and he’d just taken a crucial piece of information to the grave with him. Nina bit on the inside of her cheek as she stood up, his phone still in her hand. She’d heard someone screaming with horror on the other end of the line, warning somebody else not to touch her baby. That had to have been Lizbeth.

      But what had all of that noise been about? Who else had been there with her, and what had happened? Most importantly, where on Earth was she?
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      The morning after Bonnie’s frantic, late-night request, she, Holm and I met up with Diane to discuss the cryptic letter. Agent Rivers had stayed behind at my house, at Diane’s request. Now that we knew Hariska was specifically targeting him, Diane wanted him to lie low for a while. She was targeting Holm and me, too, but at least we were field agents who could protect ourselves easily enough. Agent Rivers had the slowest-paced job of anyone in the agency. He and Price spent all day, every day, sitting behind computer screens. Even Bonnie and Clyde would sometimes go out into the field to have a look at crime scenes in-person.

      Since Rivers could do his work from anywhere with a computer, Diane had instructed him to stay away from the office for the time being. Having him in my house felt a little unusual, but not really. I was never there, and in fact, taking Rivers over there to get him settled was the first time I’d stopped by in quite some time. I’d felt a little bad at seeing the state of the place. The weeds around the yard were rather overgrown, and there had been a thick layer of dead leaves on the porch when we arrived. I’d felt sad about neglecting my grandfather’s old home, but on the plus size, looking half abandoned decreased the chance that anyone would think someone was hiding there.

      “Thanks again for letting Aaron stay at your place, Ethan,” Bonnie thanked me for what was probably the hundredth time as the three of us sat down in Diane’s office.

      “It’s no problem,” I assured her. Even if Bonnie hadn’t asked me, I probably would have let Rivers use my house as a hide out. He was a fellow agent, after all. Bonnie was a close friend, though, and she’d been beside herself when Rivers was injured. I knew that if anything happened to him, it would kill her.

      “Not like Marston will notice anyway,” Holm joked. “Heck, someone could have been living there all this time and he wouldn’t have known.”

      “That is not a comforting thought,” I muttered, my eyebrows furrowing together as I pictured some squatters making themselves at home in my house.

      “It happens more often than you think.” Holm shrugged. “It’s called ‘phrogging’. I saw a documentary about it. People sneak into other people’s houses and live in their attics or basements.”

      “Wait, while the residents are in there!?” Bonnie gasped, staring at Holm in shock.

      “Yeah.” Holm nodded. “Or sometimes they’ll break into vacation homes that only get used a few months out of the year. You know, beach houses and stuff. Now, I’m not condoning criminal activity, but it does seem pretty smart. It’s not like anyone else is using it, and if I was homeless and desperate for some place to crash, squatting in some empty house wouldn’t be too difficult.”

      “Ethan, you should check your house more often!” Bonnie scolded me.

      “Your car, too,” Holm added, nodding in agreement.

      “His car?” Bonnie raised an eyebrow at him in confusion. “What do you mean? The new one he just bought?”

      “No.” Holm shook his head. “It’s old. Super old.” He turned to look at me. “1970, right? The Ford Mustang?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, unable to suppress a smile at the thought of my beloved Ford Mustang Mach 1. That car was one of my most prized possessions, and as such, I very rarely ever even took her out of the garage where she was parked down at the marina. Every once in a while, I’d go for a spin, just so keep the parts from getting all rusted and stuck, but for the most part, she stayed safe and cozy, far away from the reaches of any perps who might try to pull us into a high-speed chase or blow us up or something.

      “You should check on that, too,” Holm continued. “You wouldn’t even notice if someone stole it until it was too late.”

      “Don’t jinx me with something like that.” I frowned at him, already making a mental note to go and check on my car that day after work. Hariska was nuts and unpredictable, and I couldn’t put it past her not to try to do something to it as part of her deranged revenge scheme.

      “Right, well, as much as I hate to interrupt this riveting conversation you’re all having… in my office,” Diane murmured dryly, eyeing each of us in turn.

      “Ah, sorry,” Bonnie murmured sheepishly as she flashed Diane an apologetic smile.

      “It’s okay,” Diane laughed softly. “You did bring up some good points. We all need to be more careful for a while.” She pursed her lips and laced her fingers together before resting her chin on her hands in thought. “It’s strange that she’s choosing to go after Aaron, specifically. I can’t predict what she’ll do next, and that worries me.”

      “Is it all that weird, though?” Holm asked with a shrug. “He got hurt and almost died during the attack.” Beside me, Bonnie stiffened slightly at Holm’s words. “She’s probably just mad that he survived. Maybe she’s the type that’s just a sore loser. She wants to come and ‘finish the job’ or whatever it was that the letter said.”

      “That makes sense, in theory,” Diane agreed. “My only issue with that assessment is that Hariska has never struck me as a sore loser. Even back at the restaurant, when I first confronted her, she didn’t seem angry that I’d found her out. If anything, she seemed amused, like we were playing a game and she’d lost a round.”

      “That’s creepy,” Bonnie murmured, a shudder racking through her body.

      “That’s definitely one way of putting it,” Diane replied, nodding thoughtfully, her eyes gazing at something in the distance. “So it’s odd to me that she would be upset about Aaron being alive. She’s frightfully smart and calculating. Those were wonderfully useful traits when she was on our side as an MBLIS agent, but…”

      “Now that she’s gone turncoat on us, not so much,” I finished.

      “She’s dangerous,” Diane concluded. “And the fact that she’s a former agent makes her even more dangerous than she already is. She knows us, literally. She knows every agent here. She knows our training, how we think, how we operate.” She sighed and shook her head. “She played a long con. She worked her way in and learned us inside and out.”

      “What the hell is her problem?” Holm grumbled angrily, his hands balling into fists on his lap. “Why has got her so mad that she’d be willing to go through all of that effort?” He looked at each of us in turn, his eyes full of uncertainty as he searched for answers. “What the heck did MBLIS do to her?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same thing,” Diane replied sullenly. “So far, I haven’t been able to determine anything concretely. I can’t even look into her background properly, since I’m pretty sure the name she gave me was fake.” She reached back to tuck a stray lock of long blond hair behind her ear, her gaze still clouded. “She told me that I should know what we did to her, back at the restaurant. That was the only time during our encounter that she seemed truly upset. It seemed like he expected me to know why and was angry that I didn’t.”

      “What a nutjob,” Holm scoffed. “Seriously. She goes through all this effort to infiltrate MBLIS, goes crazy and teams up with a bunch of gangbangers to betray us, and then just expects us to know why she did all that?” He crossed his arms and slumped back in his chair. “She sounds insane.”

      “That’s what makes her so dangerous,” Diane surmised. “As I said, I can’t predict her next move. What I do know, though, is that every move she makes is calculated. I don’t think this thing with Aaron and the letter was just a whim. There was a reason for it.”

      “And we need to find out what that was,” I concluded. “Okay, so let’s start with the letter. What do we know about it? I assume it’s been analyzed for prints?”

      “It was,” Bonnie assured me, her brow dipping low over her eyes. “I checked it myself last night, right after we dropped Aaron off.”

      “I would have preferred to have an independent lab do it.” Diane raised an eyebrow at Bonnie. “Under normal circumstances. Considering this has to do with Aaron, Bonnie shouldn’t have been involved with the investigation. Of course, time is of the essence, and on top of that, it’s probably better that we not pull anyone else into this.” She frowned, her expression turning gravely serious. “Hariska spied on us last time by remotely tapping into our work devices, and some of our personals as well. The fewer people we involve, the less chance of a breach.”

      “Right.” I nodded before turning to Bonnie. “So what did you find?”

      “Nothing!” she spat with annoyance. “And trust me, I was more careful with this thing than I’ve ever been in my life. Um, not that I’m not always thorough, obviously.” She shot Diane another sheepish smile. “But you know what I mean. I did notice that there wasn’t any postage on it, though. When I first opened it, I was so panicked that I didn’t realize, but there weren’t any stamps on the envelope, or a return address.”

      “That means that it didn’t go through the postal system,” I realized. “Someone left it directly inside your mailbox.”

      “Exactly,” Bonnie replied. “Which freaked me out, obviously!”

      “Bonnie was already planning on staying with her sister,” Diane added. “Given that whoever left the note clearly knows where Bonnie lives and has already gone as far as planting things in her mailbox, all the more reason for her not to go back. As for you two…” She turned to cast Holm and me both pointed looks.

      “You think we should stay somewhere else, too,” I concluded. It made sense. We were Hariska’s original targets, after all, and perps with bombs had attacked both of us. As much as it sucked, it would probably be wise to find somewhere else to stay, at least until we got some leads about where Hariska was.

      “Maybe I can shack up with Agent Rivers,” I joked. “Might as well use my house for once. I changed my address on all my work stuff after Viper attacked me, and that was before Hariska, so she shouldn’t know about it at all.”

      “The gangbangers booby-trapped your boat,” Holm added. “Not the house. So that makes sense.”

      I nodded and was about to ask Diane what her plan was as far as starting a search for Hariska. Before I could, though, my phone started to ring. When I pulled it out of my pocket, I saw that it was Agent Rivers.

      “Speak of the devil,” I muttered as I went to answer it.

      “Hm? Aaron!?” Bonnie uttered as she caught sight of the name on the screen. “Why is he calling?”

      “Hello?” I called out as I answered the call and pressed the button to turn on the speakerphone. “Hey, you’re on speaker, is everything okay?”

      “Speaker?” Rivers whispered harshly, his voice urgent. “Oh, uh, is Bonnie there?”

      “Yes!” Bonnie exclaimed as she leaned closer to the phone. “What’s going on?”

      “Uh…nothing,” he lied weakly. “Well, something. Look, please don’t panic, okay?”

      “Agent Rivers, what’s going on?” Diane demanded, her tone low and firm.

      “Some weird looking guys just pulled up,” Rivers replied. “They’re out front. Uh, they’re looking around all sketchy, trying to peer into the windows and stuff. And they might just be ordinary burglars or something, but given the circumstances–”

      “Where are you right now?” I cut him off, my heart thudding as I shot up out of my chair.

      “Ah, the living room floor,” Rivers replied. “I ducked down when I saw them and–” he stopped short as a large bang boomed over the phone. It was quickly followed by another one, then a short, sharp crack.

      “Was that a gunshot?” Bonnie yelped, her voice tight and airy. “Wait, was that a gunshot!?”

      “Rivers?” I called out.

      “Crap,” was all he hissed before the call suddenly ended.

      For a few seconds the four of us just remained there, totally silent. Then, all at once, everyone moved.

      “We need to get down there,” Holm urged, halfway to the door.

      “I’m coming with you,” Bonnie insisted as she got up and stormed after Holm.

      “No!” Diane called out to stop her. “It could be a trap. This might be what Hariska wants.”

      “She’s right,” I agreed before Bonnie could argue. “Holm and I will go. You stay here, hold down the fort, okay?”

      “But!” Bonnie called after us, but Holm and I were already out the door. We ran through the office, toward the stairwell as fast as we could move. As we rushed to get outside, all I could do was hope that Agent Rivers could hold on until we made it.
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      For the entire drive over to my house, all I could think about was how unlucky the circumstances were.

      Rivers had, ironically, been the only agent not to attend our impromptu shooting lesson. He’d been at physical therapy the day we had it, as he was still recovering from the last attack. Now, the one agent with the least experience wielding a gun was on his own, going up against at least two attackers.

      “Bonnie is going to die if anything happens to Rivers,” I muttered as I sped through the street, weaving between and around cars as I rushed to get there as quickly as possible. It wasn’t that I wasn’t worried about Rivers himself, but Bonnie had been our close friend for years. I couldn’t imagine what this would do to her.

      “Nothing’s going to happen,” Holm insisted tersely, holding onto the armrest of his seat as I swerved sharply. “Rivers might be a desk agent, but he’s still an agent. He still had to pass at the academy. He can handle himself for a few minutes until we get there.”

      “Yeah,” I murmured, not really sure I agreed. I pressed the accelerator as hard as it would go and continued on. A moment later, red and blue lights illuminated my rear-view mirror.

      “Awesome,” Holm grunted sarcastically as he reached into his pocket for his phone, lifting his hips off his seat to pull it loose. “I’ll call the PD and let them know it’s us and not to arrest us. Heck, we might need him as back up depending on what we find at the house.”

      “Good idea,” I replied as I continued on. There was no chance I was about to stop, not when Rivers was in danger. Hopefully, Holm would be able to get in touch with the police to let them know not to try to pull us over.

      When I glanced up at the rearview mirror, the cop was right on my tail, probably mad as hell that I was speeding up. Holm was on the phone, trying to explain what was going on. I clenched my jaw nervously, hopeful that the cop wouldn’t try to PIT maneuver us or something.

      I’d just gotten this car.

      After a few moments of tension, though, the car backed off slightly, though his lights and sirens stayed on.

      “Okay, they told him that we’re federal agents,” Holm assured me as he set his phone back in his pocket.

      “Did they tell him to keep his lights and sirens on?” I asked as I glanced up at the rearview again. “Whoever’s attacking Rivers is going to hear us coming a mile away. Literally.”

      “Yeah,” Holm muttered. “Might not be a bad thing, though. I’d hate for them to get away, but Rivers’s safety is the priority. If they hear the sirens and run off, then that’s fine with me.”

      “Assuming they haven’t gotten to him yet,” I grumbled, gnashing my teeth together. The house was located a bit out of the way, in a secluded spot overlooking the water. It was a fantastic, peaceful location under normal circumstances, but being so removed from the city center meant it took a while for us to get there.

      Still, with the police’s help to get everyone else out of the way with his lights and sirens, we were able to make decent time. We pulled up to the house a few minutes later, and when we did, my heart dropped. I could see at once that the front door had been busted in. A rusty old pickup truck was parked haphazardly on the lawn, the weeds I’d noticed just yesterday now trampled and crushed beneath its wheels.

      I swore under my breath as I threw the car into park and tore my seatbelt off. I threw the door open and clambered out, reaching for my gun as I ran toward the door.

      “Hey!” an unfamiliar voice called out. I turned to look over my shoulder and realized that it was the cop trailing after Holm and me with a confused look on his face.

      “They’re already inside!” Holm yelled back at him as I turned and continued my way into the house. I wasn’t sure what all Holm had told the operator he spoke with, and what she, in turn, had explained to the cop. Hopefully, he was aware enough of what was going on that he wouldn’t get in our way.

      He seemed to have at least a vague idea of what was happening, though, because he quickly caught up to me and Holm, gun drawn. The three of us rushed into the house, single file through the front door.

      My eyes immediately zeroed in on a body strewn in the middle of the living room. I pointed my gun down at it even as I rushed to kneel and check for a pulse. The man was face down, one of his arms twisted beneath him. When I pressed my hand to the side of his neck, his skin still felt warm, but there was no pulse I could find.

      “I think he’s dead,” I informed Holm and the cop. Just as I did, an ear-splitting bang rang out from down the hallway. I jumped to my feet and rushed off in that direction. Holm followed closely after, while the cop ran the other way, I assumed to check the rest of the house.

      At the end of the ground floor hallway was a second man. He was standing in front of one of the bedroom doors, a gun in his hand.

      “Hey!” I yelled, lifting my gun as I did. The man spun around, nearly tripping over his own feet as he did. His eyes widened infinitesimally as he spotted Holm and me. He went to lift his gun, but it was too late. My reaction time was faster, and I quickly unloaded two shots into his chest.

      To my surprise, the man didn’t go down right away and fired back.

      “Watch out!” Holm yelled, and suddenly he shoved me, knocking me harshly against the wall of the hallway. There wasn’t much space, so I fell hard into the wall, but that was still preferable to taking a bullet. The man fired again, but his bullet missed completely, whizzing between me and Holm, who had jumped to the other side of the hallway after pushing me.

      I shot at him again, and this time he finally fell to the floor, his grip on the gun loosening. I scrambled to my feet and rushed over to him, kicking his gun as far away from his hand as I could in the small space of the hallway.

      “We’re clear back here!” the officer from before called as he came running back toward us just a second later. Holm had gotten up by then as well and quickly came to assist me in getting the gunman cuffed.

      The officer ran up to us just as we were finishing up getting the man restrained.

      “Who’s in there?” he asked as he nodded to the room the man had been standing in front of. When I turned to look at the door, I realized that the doorknob had been blown off.

      “That must have been the bang we heard when we came in,” I muttered as I handed the perp off to the officer. There probably wasn’t much need for that, as the man seemed to be fading fast after having been shot so many times. After that, I readjusted the grip I had on my sidearm as I stepped toward the door.

      “Rivers?” I called out tentatively, ready to shoot on the off chance that somebody else happened to be in there. “Hey, Rivers! Are you in there?”

      For a second there was silence, and my nerves grew frayed as I assumed the worst. Then, finally, there came a response.

      “I’m here!” Rivers’s voice called out breathlessly. “I’m alive.”

      “Good,” I muttered as I holstered my gun and pushed the door open. It seemed we’d arrived not a second too soon. The gunman had completely shattered the doorknob, and he would have certainly gotten into the room if we hadn’t stopped him right when we did.

      Rivers was sitting against the wall at the other end of the room, one hand pressed firmly against his ribs.

      “You okay?” I asked as I hurried over to him. The dark splotch and steady trickle of blood seeping from between his fingers quickly confirmed that he was definitely not okay.

      “Ah, I’m fine,” Rivers replied dismissively, despite the very obvious gunshot wound in his side. I’d come to realize over the past few days that Agents Rivers had a tendency to downplay things.

      “I’ll call for an ambulance,” Holm assured us.

      “No need,” the officer interjected from the hallway, where he was still watching over the lifeless perp. “They’re already on their way. I called for backup on the way here.”

      As though on cue, the sound of distant sirens reached my ears.

      “Perfect timing,” I murmured as I turned back to Rivers, who was grimacing with pain as he clutched his ribs. “Just hang tight, okay?”

      “No problem,” he huffed out a weak laugh. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “What happened?” Holm asked as he knelt down beside us. “We saw that guy out in the living room.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Rivers grinned proudly. “I got him good, right? I missed that shooting lesson the other day, but… I haven’t gotten too rusty since the academy.” He paused, biting on his lip as he tensed against the pain. “I’m no field agent, though. I was no match for the two of them. I got one down, but then the other one got me.” He glanced down at the gunshot wound in his side. “I ran in here and locked the door. Ugh, you guys got here right in the nick of time.”

      “I can see that,” I replied as the sirens grew louder. “You managed pretty well on your own, though.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered, coughing a little between words. “Uh, sorry about your house. They broke a table in the living room. And there are bullet holes everywhere now.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I responded. “I’m just glad you’re still alive.”

      “Yeah,” Holm joked. “Forget the doorknob. Bonnie would have killed both of us if we hadn’t gotten here in time.”

      “Oh no, Bonnie…” Rivers murmured, his face scrunching up with pain again as he pressed his hand to his side. “Ugh, she’s going to freak out. She always gets worried about stuff like this.”

      “Well, you did get shot,” I chuckled, knowing full well just how much Bonnie was bound to panic at the state Rivers was in.

      “Not the first time,” Rivers joked back just as footsteps began thundering into the room.

      “Over here!” the cop called out, and a second later, a team of EMTs came rushing into the room. Half of them went to the suspect, while the other half came to focus on Rivers.

      “He’s still alive!” one of the EMTS called out as she bent to tend to the gunman. I was actually surprised to hear that, considering I’d shot him multiple times in the chest. “We need to get him to the hospital ASAP.”

      The ones tending to Rivers started talking to him as they gauged how badly injured he was. My thoughts were back on the suspect, though.

      “Let’s head to the hospital after them,” I suggested to Holm. “Maybe we can question our perp while he’s still alive.”

      “Good idea,” Holm replied. “You head there. I’ll stay with Rivers. I can call Bonnie and give her an update, then I’ll meet up with you.”

      “Right.” I nodded as I went to follow the EMTs carrying the perp away. I’d only taken a few steps, though, when my phone suddenly rang. As I walked, I pulled it from my pocket, unsurprised to see it was Diane calling. She probably wanted to know if Rivers was okay.

      “Hello?” I answered as I put the phone up to my ear. “Rivers is okay. We got here in time. He’s injured, but on his way to the hospital. I am too, actually, with the perp. I was thinking I could question him before he dies. Considering how many times we shot him, that might not be very long.”

      “That’s going to have to wait,” Diane interrupted me, and I was so surprised that I came to a dead stop.

      “What?” I uttered in confusion. “Diane, this guy attacked Rivers. Probably on Hariska’s behalf. If he knows something about where she is or what she’s planning, we have to know.”

      “I understand that,” she replied. “And I’m sending someone to the hospital now to speak with him, assuming he’s still alive when they get there. But I need you and Holm to come back here ASAP.”

      “We’ve got a case?” I guessed as I fought against the urge to climb into the ambulance along with the EMTs and the perp. I really didn’t want to just let them leave, but on the other hand, the guy was out, and though I wasn’t a doctor, even I could tell that there was a solid chance he wouldn’t be waking up again.

      “Yes,” Diane replied, “and we’re already running out of time. A woman and her child were kidnapped two days ago, and we have reason to believe that they’re both in serious danger.”
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      Nina didn’t go home that night.

      After the perp took his last breath on the floor of that dingy apartment, Nina hit a dead end. The only thing they knew about the van was that Duncan Fields owned it, and he was now dead. The only thing he’d revealed to Nina before keeling over was that he was, in fact, responsible for the kidnapping, at least partially.

      He’d mentioned one of the other men while speaking to Nina, and had even said something about how the man who shot her was supposed to have killed her, but failed. What did that mean? Nina had no way of knowing, because their only connection to the case was dead now, thanks to her.

      After getting everything squared away with the police and EMTs, whom she’d called to take care of the body, Nina had headed straight back to the office. Parson was gone by then, but the night shift tech crew would still be there. Nina needed to get Fields’s phone to them ASAP. It was a long shot, since the call had long since ended, but maybe there was still a chance that they might be able to trace the other caller.

      By the time she’d handed the phone over to them, it was the middle of the night, and she was exhausted. Still, Nina didn’t dare go home. For any other case, she might have left it in the techies’ hands for the night and come back to deal with it in the morning. She didn’t have time to spare here, though. The hours were ticking away rapidly, and after what she’d heard on that phone call, there was no way Nina would be able to rest until she found Lizbeth and Leon.

      As she settled down onto the small couch in her office, Lizbeth’s screams echoed in Nina’s head. She’d sounded so terrified at first. Then the screams had changed. Rather than abrupt shrieks of fright, they’d morphed into something more primal and raw, almost aggressive in tone.

      “What the hell happened?” Nina murmured, reaching a hand up to bite on the end of her nail before quickly pulling it away. That was an old habit she’d broken a long time ago, but in stressful situations like these, the urge to chew on her nails sometimes returned. Lizbeth and Leon were in serious danger, that much was absolutely certain, and yet Nina had no choice but to sit here and patiently wait for the techs to do their thing as they scoured through the contents of the phone.

      Nina laid on her side on the couch and shut her eyes. She knew she wouldn’t sleep, not when she was so anxious and tightly wound, but maybe a short nap would provide her with the boost of energy she sorely needed. No matter how hard she tried to relax, however, a million questions kept coursing through her mind. What was the kidnappers’ goal? They hadn’t, as yet, asked for any kind of ransom, and now Fields had revealed, perhaps unintentionally, that the gunshot was meant to have ended Lizbeth’s life.

      “Why, though?” Nina whispered to herself as she rolled onto her back, her legs bent so she’d fit on the short, narrow couch. Was this some kind of personal grudge? Nina supposed that it would be impossible for someone to become a billionaire without making at least one or two enemies. Of course, that notion opened up an entirely new slew of possibilities.

      Maybe this was some ticked off competitor who was mad that Mason was forcing his way into hotel business. When she thought about it, Nina couldn’t remember ever hearing of ‘Mason Hotels’ just a few years ago. Nowadays, though, they seemed about as ubiquitous as a Hilton or Holiday Inn. She could certainly see how one of the big players might not like Mason taking a bigger piece of the pie for himself.

      Or maybe there was something more insidious afoot. Nina knew better than most just how difficult it was for people to accumulate massive amounts of wealth honestly. Even if no laws were broken, it was hard to get to the top without doing some questionable things. Was it possible that Frederick Mason was involved in something untoward? Maybe some shady deal had gone wrong, and now his wife and child were the ones paying the price?

      Nina groaned and threw an arm over her eyes. The office was already completely dark, but the pressure helped soothe the mild headache that had formed behind her eyes. As she laid on the sofa, she wondered what her next steps should be if the technicians couldn’t do anything with the phone. She couldn’t exactly go knocking on every door in Miami, assuming that was where they even were. It had been a day and a half now since they’d been snatched, which was plenty of time to get them halfway across the word, for all she knew.

      Her thoughts became muddled as she fell into a restless doze, and she wasn’t sure just how much time had passed when a sharp rapping came at her door. Her eyes burst open, and she sat up quickly, scrambling to her feet. She nearly fell when her legs started to tingle, having fallen asleep as a result of being bent for who knows how long.

      When Nina pulled her door open, Parson was standing there.

      “What are you doing here?” Nina asked dumbly as she reached up to wipe the sleep from her eyes. “I thought you went home.”

      “I did,” Parson replied. “A few hours ago. Uh, one of the guys called me. Said they really needed help to crack a password on this phone.”

      “A few hours!?” Nina gasped, nearly tripping over her numb legs as she turned and hurried over to her desk where she’d left her phone. She was shocked and dismayed, upon checking it, to find that he was right. It was almost dawn, which explained why her legs were so numb and why her phone was about to die.

      “I can’t believe I slept this long,” Nina groaned, reaching up to press a hand to her head. She somehow didn’t feel rested at all, and a dull ache radiated from the base of her neck all the way to the space behind her eyeballs. “Crap, crap, crap! Lizbeth is out there somewhere with her baby, ugh, I just wasted so much time!”

      “Woah,” Parson rushed to calm her. “Slow your roll. It’s okay.”

      “It is absolutely not okay,” Nina refuted. “Parson, you didn’t hear her. The way she screamed–” Nina pursed her lips and looked down at the floor. “And it’s been hours now.”

      “And it would have taken hours anyway,” Parson argued as he held up an evidence bag. Inside it was Fields’s phone. “Like I was saying just a second ago, the reason I’m here is that the guys were having issues getting into this one messaging app. They woke me up and asked me to come since it was an emergency. I just barely got finished cracking it a few minutes ago, okay? So you didn’t waste any time.” He smiled reassuringly at her. “You would have wound up just sitting around anyway while I worked on it.”

      “Okay.” Nina nodded slowly. She still wasn’t happy about it, but she felt a lot less guilty knowing that it would have taken this long for them to get anything off the phone whether she’d been awake or not. “Alright, so tell me what you’ve got. Do we know who he was talking on the phone with?”

      “Nobody,” Parson replied, and Nina frowned at him in confusion.

      “What?” she muttered.

      “I mean, he wasn’t talking to someone on the phone,” Parson explained. “Not technically. He was using WhatsApp.”

      “What is that?” Nina asked, her confusion only mounting. She wasn’t completely illiterate when it came to tech, but she wasn’t familiar with all the apps and gadgets, either.

      “It’s a text and call app,” Parson explained. “It works with an internet connection instead of cellular service, so you can call people even if you don’t have service. Because of that, it’s popular for people wanting to make international calls. Since it’s internet based, there are no crazy charges or roaming fees.”

      “I see,” Nina replied, fascinated by what she was hearing. “That actually sounds really convenient. But, wait… does that mean that Fields was making an international call?” Her stomach churned. Suddenly, her far-fetched fears that Lizbeth and Leon might be on the other side of the word didn’t seem so farfetched.

      “Yeah,” Parson confirmed. “He was. I managed to hack into his account using some pretty rudimentary password mining software. Anyway, once I got in, I was able to see his call history. Even though the app uses an internet connection, most people sign up using their telephone numbers.”

      “And you were able to see the area code?” Nina guessed, and Parson nodded.

      “Yep,” he confirmed. “We looked it up, and it turns out it’s registered to someone in Trinidad and Tobago.”

      Nina’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Parson to say, but a random Caribbean island hadn’t been high on her list.

      “The kidnappers are from Trinidad and Tobago?” she murmured, struggling to think clearly when her head was throbbing and she still felt groggy from her listless nap.

      “Well, at least this one seems to be,” Parson replied with a shrug. “Fields was American, and the van they used was his. But given that he was using this app instead of just calling this guy, my guess is that this person is either in Trinidad and Tobago or just recently moved here and hasn’t gotten around to getting a US number.”

      “This just adds another layer to the mystery,” Nina grumbled as she flopped down onto the couch, running her hands through her bedraggled hair. “What on Earth does someone from there want with Lizbeth Mason?” She bit her lip and looked up at Parson. “Still no ransom demands?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he replied. “And I’m guessing the director would have called you if there was.”

      “Yeah,” Nina agreed, her gaze drifting back over to her desk. There hadn’t been any missed calls on it when she checked the time just a moment ago. “So then, what do they want? Just to kill her? That’s what Fields said to me, right before he died last night. He was out of it from the blood loss, kind of fading in and out, but I know what I heard. He said that his buddy, one of the other guys in the ski masks, shot her, and that he was supposed to kill her but that he messed up.” Nina looked imploringly up at Parson. “Why do they want her dead? Why does some guy from the Caribbean want Lizbeth dead?”

      “We can call him and find out.” Parson shrugged again as he sat down on the couch beside Nina. “That’s why I came up here. I wanted to know how you want to proceed with this. We can set up a trace and try calling him from this phone. If he answers, we might be able to track his location. On the other hand, though, if we fail to find him in time, then all we’ll be doing is alerting him to the fact that we have Fields’s phone and that we’re onto him.”

      “And he might panic and hurt Lizbeth or the baby,” Nina concluded. “Ugh, this is bad.”

      “Yeah,” Parson agreed. “And totally not my call. Whatever we do, I’ll help, but you have to decide. No pressure or anything.” He flashed her a wry, almost apologetic smile.

      “Lucky me,” Nina murmured, smiling back at him. She knew he was trying to bolster her spirits, but the situation was too dire for her to just hope for the best. Her actions could cost Lizbeth her life if Nina wasn’t careful.

      “Trinidad and Tobago, huh?” Nina hummed, the gears in her mind turning faster. “Caribbean islands are MBLIS’s territory, generally.”

      “Embal-what?” Parson blinked at her. “Oh, right, that one agency that’s here in Miami, too.”

      “Yeah.” Nina nodded, her resolution growing stronger as it occurred to her that she could use all the help she could get in a situation this bleak. “I think I know just the right person to call.”
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      It surprised me to hear that we were handling another case related to Trinidad and Tobago so soon after the most recent one. I was even more surprised to learn that Nina Gosse had personally called to request our help. She was an old friend we’d worked with on a few occasions in the past already.

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with the tainted formula case,” Diane informed us. “The location is a coincidence. In fact, we’re not even sure, at the moment, to what extent the case even has to do with Trinidad and Tobago. We only know that one of the kidnappers involved is from there, and he was in close communication with another one when– Let me just start from the beginning.”

      “Sure,” I agreed as Holm and I both sat down and got comfortable. I still felt a little antsy that I wasn’t at the hospital interrogating the perp who’d attacked Rivers. Hariska was a threat to all of us, but considering this case involved a kid, I understood why Diane felt it was so urgent that we drop everything else.

      “Two days ago, a woman named Lizbeth Mason was kidnapped in broad daylight, right here in Miami,” Diane explained.

      “Oh, I heard about that!” Holm spoke up, leaning forward toward the edge of his seat. “She’s married to some super rich guy, right? It was on the news the other night.”

      “Was it?” I asked. It had been a few days since I’d even turned on my TV. I’d been busy the past few days helping Rivers hide out.

      “Yeah,” Holm continued. “I remember they had a lot of smartphone footage of it since it was in the middle of downtown. I thought it was pretty dang bold of the kidnappers to do it like that in front of everyone. Didn’t she get shot, too?”

      “She did,” Diane replied, “and not by accident. In her report, Agent Gosse reported that the owner of the getaway van, Duncan Fields, revealed to her that the gunshot was meant to kill her.”

      “Woah, what?” I stared at her in shock, my eyebrows furrowing together. “So they weren’t trying to kidnap her? They were trying to kill her?”

      “We’re not sure what they were trying to do.” Diane shrugged. “Agent Gosse hasn’t landed on a motive yet. They haven’t made any ransom demands, despite the fact that it’s been nearly forty-eight hours now.”

      “Damn,” I grumbled. That amount of time after a disappearance was practically a death sentence. “Okay, so what about this guy, Duncan Fields? Can we talk to him? Where’s he being held?”

      “The county morgue, I assume,” Diane replied dryly. “He drew a gun on Agent Gosse, so she had no choice but to shoot him. She barely managed to pull anything out of him before he died.”

      “Great,” I muttered sarcastically. “So this is going really well, so far.”

      “And this guy from Trinidad and Tobago?” Holm asked.

      “Right,” Diane replied. “When Gosse arrived at Fields’s apartment, he was on the phone. After the struggle, Goss brought the phone back to their lab, where they were able to determine that the most recent number called had been one registered in Trinidad and Tobago.”

      “Which is where we come in,” I surmised. “And we’re sure this isn’t connected to the formula case?”

      “Well, I guess it’s possible,” Diane conceded. “But I don’t think that’s likely. We dealt them a harsh blow just a few weeks ago. Robbie’s just barely finished recovering, and I assume they must be in a similar state. With one of their heads cut off and their remaining members scattered, I don’t see them pulling off such a high stakes operation so soon after.”

      “That’s a good point,” I agreed. “So Nina needs our help to find this woman and her kid. If it’s been two days already, we don’t have a second to spare.”

      “No, you don’t,” Diane agreed as Holm and I both got up. “Agent Gosse is waiting for you up at the FBI headquarters. For now, I’m going to hold off on sending you out to Trinidad and Tobago. We only know that one of the suspects is from there. If it looks like that’s where Lizbeth and Leon Mason are, I’ll get you out there on the jet. Until then, though, we’ll assume that they’re all still here.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I replied, folding my arms over my chest. “I can’t see them sneaking a woman and child aboard a plane against her will. Not that it isn’t possible, but with someone as high profile as a billionaire’s wife, I doubt it. A boat would have been able to make it out to the Caribbean by now, maybe, but it would have been pretty tight, given the timeline we're working with.”

      “I agree,” Diane replied. “And so does Agent Gosse. For now, we’ll work under the assumption that the two of them are still at least Stateside, if not still in Miami.”

      “We’ll get going, then,” I replied as I gestured for Holm to come with me out the door.

      “Sure,” Holm agreed, though there was a slight waver in his voice. “But, well, I’m not saying this case isn’t super important, it definitely is, but what about Hariska?” He paused and looked back and forth between me and Diane. “She’s on the move. She already sent someone to try to kill Rivers. And how did she even know where your house was? I thought you said you took that address off of all your work stuff.”

      “I did,” I replied bitterly, “and I have no idea how she found out my address. She started after the whole thing with Viper, so that information was already gone when she hacked into our systems.”

      “So that means she found it some other way,” Holm pointed out.

      Crease lines formed on his forehead as he frowned in thought. Then his eyes widened as something like realization hit him.

      “Oh no,” he murmured, looking quickly back and forth between Diane and me. “You don’t think we’ve got a second mole, do you?”

      “You think someone else is feeding her information?” Diane asked, her tone flat and cautious as she considered Holm’s supposition.

      “Maybe.” Holm shrugged. “She’s getting intel somehow, right?”

      “But only a few people know about my house,” I pointed out. “Bonnie and Clyde, maybe a few of the older agents, too. I don’t think even Rivers knew about it before Bonnie told him.”

      “So if there was a mole, it would have to be one of them,” Diane muttered, her eyes darkening before she shook her head. “There’s not a chance of that, though. It might sound naïve to come to that conclusion so quickly, but I know that they wouldn’t betray us. We can trust them.”

      “Which brings us right back to square one,” I grumbled. “Awesome.” I slumped back into my seat in frustration. If this had been any other case, we probably would have blown it off until we had more on Hariska. Our lives were in danger, after all. There was a kid involved, though, and Nina was asking for us personally. We couldn’t say no under these circumstances.

      “As difficult as it will be,” Diane exhaled, “I need you two to set this aside and focus on the case. Like I mentioned earlier, it’s already been two days since the two of them were kidnapped. The odds of us finding them alive are dwindling by the moment.”

      “Let’s get going then,” I agreed as I got to my feet.

      “I’m going to get the jet ready,” Diane replied. “Just in case you need to head off somewhere. For the moment, just go and meet with Agent Gosse. Get a rundown of the case and see where she wants to go next.”

      “Got it,” I replied with a nod, and then Holm and I were off.

      With no time to spare, Holm and I rushed out of the office and to our cars. Though it was called the Miami branch, the FBI office was actually located about an hour outside of what most people would consider Miami. It wasn’t unusual, I’d realized over my years of traveling, for things and places to be named after whatever the closest major city was.

      At the very least, traffic wasn’t horrendous. Being that it was the middle of the day, morning rush hour had long since ended, and it would be awhile yet until the evening rush began. The roads became even emptier outside the city center, and Holm and I stayed neck and neck as we raced to get to Nina.

      Just under an hour later, we arrived. Getting through the security gates only took a minute or two, but it felt like much longer. I felt even more rushed now after having spent an entire hour on the road. What had happened to Lizbeth and Leon Mason in the nearly sixty minutes it took us just to drive here? An hour was such a painfully long time.

      Finally, we were buzzed through, and I had to restrain myself from slamming on the gas as we made our way into the FBI office complex. We’d been here a few times before, not always to work with Nina, so I was familiar enough with where everything was. I parked outside the building that I knew housed her office and quickly turned off the ignition. Holm followed suit, and a few moments later, we were both hurrying up the steps that led to the entrance.

      Just inside, we were asked to show ID again. I presented my badge distractedly, craning my neck as I tried to remember which way it was to the stairs. I couldn’t quite remember if Nina’s office was on the second or third floor.

      Trying to figure it out became a moot point though, because soon after clearing security and heading through, I spotted Nina coming out a door at the end of the large atrium. I stopped in my tracks as I instantly recognized her. She looked the same obviously, but her hair was a bit longer and a different color as well, like she’d dyed it lighter since we’d last met. She was looking down at a tablet in her hands, frowning as she stalked quickly down the large open corridor. She was moving so fast without looking where she was going that it surprised me she didn’t trip or bump into anything.

      “Nina!” I called out as I made a beeline over to her.

      She jumped, nearly dropping the tablet she was holding, and I had to bite my lip to contain the laugh that threatened to bubble out at her reaction. She looked around in confusion for a moment before her eyes landed on me.

      “Ethan.” She smiled softly at me, her shoulders relaxing.

      “Sorry,” I apologized as Holm and I caught up to her. “I didn’t mean to spook you. You were rushing off so fast, though, I was worried we’d miss you if I didn’t call out.”

      “It’s fine,” Nina replied with a shake of her head. “I was just heading back to my office, actually. I’ve been trying to get some more information on our friend from Trinidad and Tobago.”

      “Any luck?” Holm asked beside me.

      “I’m afraid not,” Nina grumbled, a tiny wrinkle forming between her eyebrows as she frowned in dismay. “The guys over in the intelligence department are practically magicians, but even they have their limits. They even tried remotely accessing the guy’s WhatsApp account to see if they couldn’t figure out an exact location. I’m not even sure what all of that entails, but the short of it is that they couldn’t do it.” She sighed. “For now, we’re kind of stuck.” She shot us a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, I know you two were probably expecting me to tell you something you didn’t already know.”

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “Three heads are better than one. We can go over everything again, see if there’s anything that got overlooked.”

      “We can certainly try,” Nina murmured. “I’ve been through this backward, forward, and sideways. But maybe I’m too close to the forest to see the trees, as they say. Why don’t we head to my office? We can go over everything in there.”

      “Sounds good,” I replied, offering her a small smile. I was relieved when she returned it, instantly looking ten years younger and leagues less stressed as her frown fell away.

      “I’m really glad you’re here,” she murmured softly, a small twinkle of light in her eyes as she looked up at me. “You too, Robbie.” She turned to flash Holm a grin.

      “Oh, please,” Holm snorted jokingly. “Don’t let me interfere in your little moment.”

      I shot him a disparaging look, but Nina just laughed. I supposed I was fine with getting teased by Holm if it helped Nina relax. She’d looked so anxious when I’d first spotted her rushing through that door.

      “Well, I’d say the three of us better get pretty cozy,” Nina remarked. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a pretty long afternoon while we try to figure out what to do. Come on.” She motioned for us to follow her with a nudge of her head.

      She led us over to the elevators, and the three of us got on. She pressed the button for the third floor and then stepped back to let the doors close. Just as they started to, a young man in a suit jacket that looked at least one size too big came scrambling down the hallway. He turned his head this way and that, as though desperately searching for something. When he spotted us, his eyes went wide.

      “Gosse!” he yelled.

      “Parson?” Nina uttered in confusion as the doors shut. “No, wait. Crap!” Nina rushed forward and smashed the door open button, but the elevator was already going up.

      “What was that?” Holm turned to Nina.

      “Who was that?” I corrected, both confused and alarmed by the way the man had come running frantically down the hallway.

      “Agent Parson,” Nina grumbled as the elevator came to a stop on the third floor. The second it did, she mashed the button for the lobby again. “He’s one of the guys that was helping me with the phone. He looked frantic, what if they got something?”

      Realization struck me, and suddenly I was silently urging the elevator doors to close faster as well. They were just about to shut when a different agent came running toward us.

      “Hold the doors!” he pleaded as he hurried to make it.

      “No!” Nina shouted, halting the man in his steps. An expression that was a mix of hurt and confusion flashed over his face as he watched the doors shut in front of him.

      “I’ll apologize later,” Nina murmured as the elevator started to descend.

      “I hope he’s still there,” Holm noted as the elevator approached the lobby. “What if he took the stairs when he saw us go up?”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” Nina groaned. The elevator hit the ground floor, and I tensed with anticipation as I waited for the doors to slide open. When they did, I half expected the hallway to be empty. To my surprise, Parson was still standing there.

      “I figured I should just wait,” he explained as Nina, Holm and I stepped out of the elevator. “I thought of going up after you, but then I imagined us getting stuck playing tag, chasing one another up and down, and that seemed like it would waste more time.”

      “Good thinking,” Nina replied urgently. “What did you need?”

      “Ah, right.” Parson nodded stiffly. “It’s Lizbeth Mason. She’s on the phone.”
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      “What the hell do you mean ‘she’s on the phone’!?” Nina demanded to know as the four of us all rushed to Parson’s office. He hadn’t had time to explain what he meant. The moment he’d revealed that bit of information to us, all four of us had taken off running.

      “We were still trying to figure out where that first call had come from,” he explained, “when suddenly that same number made a call to 911.”

      “And it was Lizbeth?” I asked. “Not the kidnapper?”

      “That’s right,” Parson explained as we all busted into the intelligence office. It looked a little like a larger version of Rivers and Price’s office, basically a big room full of computers and tech equipment. A few other agents had all left their desks and had gathered around a single computer.

      “She’s still on,” a female agent turned to let Parson know. She sat at the computer and typed away at lightning speed. There was a mic in front of her, along with a speaker that was turned all the way up. I could hear a woman crying softly through it.

      “Are you coming soon?” she asked pitifully.

      “Soon,” the female agent replied before turning her head away from the mic. “I’m trying my best to do a trace, but I’m barely getting anything. The signal is so weak I’m surprised the call hasn’t dropped yet.”

      “Nothing at all?” I asked, unable to keep the disappointment I felt out of my voice.

      “We know it’s not far,” she replied, chewing on her lip as she clicked away. “Probably still within the city limits. Any farther and the connection would be worse and we wouldn’t be able to trace it at all.”

      “That’s something, let’s keep trying,” I urged as I stepped forward, closer to the microphone. “We’ll talk to her and see if we can’t figure out any info on her location that way. Hello? Lizbeth?”

      “Hello?” the woman called weakly. “Who is that?”

      “My name is Agent Marston,” I replied. “I’m… a federal agent.” I decided to forgo explanations about MBLIS for the time being. If our time was potentially limited, the last thing I wanted to use it up on was explaining our unusual acronym. “I’m going to come and find you, okay?”

      “Please hurry!” she sobbed before a series of wet coughs racked through her.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Nina whispered beside me.

      “Lizbeth,” I called out gently. “Are you and Leon alright?”

      “I don’t know where he is,” she murmured. “I don’t remember.” I turned to exchange a concerned look with Holm and Nina. How could she not remember if Leon was okay?

      “She might have a concussion,” Holm whispered.

      “Lizbeth,” I called her again. “Can you tell me about your injuries?”

      “They shot me,” she muttered. We already knew that, but I didn’t bother pointing that out. “They grabbed me at the hotel. I was going to meet my husband. We were going to have lunch. Then I felt hands touching me, pulling me back. God, it was disgusting. I tried to pull away, I tried to keep their hands off my baby. Then, I heard a pop. Then it felt like my back was on fire.”

      “And you realized they shot you,” I concluded. “What about now? Does your back still hurt?”

      “A little,” Lizbeth muttered. “My whole body hurts so bad, it’s like none of it hurts at all.” She laughed brokenly. “That sounds silly, doesn’t it?”

      It sounded like Lizbeth was experiencing severe blood loss and nerve failure. Once again, though, I didn’t think it prudent to point that out.

      “Not silly at all,” I assured her. “What about Leon? Is he injured?”

      “No,” Lizbeth replied. “I… He wasn’t hurt when I left him.”

      “When you left him?” I asked. “Where did you leave Leon?”

      “In the grass,” she murmured, her voice soft and airy. “I left him in the grass. There was a little patch, behind some bushes. It looked soft. I… I hope there aren’t any snakes nearby.”

      “She sounds delusional,” Nina whispered. “Dammit, what did they do to her?”

      “Lizbeth, how did Leon end up in the grass?” I asked, partially to keep her talking, and partially because her story really didn’t make sense.

      “I ran,” she explained weakly. “I woke up. After they shot me, I woke up. It was dark and cold. There was a man with us, but only one. He was on the phone. He was distracted, and I knew that if I didn’t do something quick, he would kill us. I couldn’t let him hurt my baby, I couldn’t. I snuck up behind him while he was still on the phone, and then I jumped on him.”

      “That must have been all that noise I heard,” Nina muttered under her breath. I wanted to ask her what she meant, but Lizbeth was speaking again.

      “I don’t know what came over me,” she murmured. “I just hit him however I could. I scratched at his face, clawed at him until his eyeballs came out.”

      “Holy–” one of the tech agents gasped before clapping a hand over his mouth. He clamped his lips shut before whispering an apologetic, “Sorry.”

      I ignored him to refocus on the call.

      “I bit him, too, I think.” Lizbeth coughed, that wet noise coming through the phone again. “It’s hard to remember. I just kept hitting and scratching. Then I saw all these tin cans. Soup and vegetables. I grabbed one and threw it at him. Then another one. Then I took one, and ran right up to him, and I hit him. Over and over and over and over!” she screamed, her voice getting louder until she was ravaged by another coughing fit.

      “It’s okay,” I soothed her. “It’s alright, slow down if you need to.”

      “No,” she whimpered, her teeth chattering.

      “She’s cold,” Holm hissed. “She must be bleeding out. Dammit.” He turned to the other agents. “How’s that trace coming?”

      “I’m trying,” the female agent shot back, the stress of the situation possibly making her react more aggressively than she might have otherwise.

      “No,” Lizbeth muttered again. “I need you to go find my baby. He’s all alone out there. I shouldn’t have left him. I shouldn’t have, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Where did you leave him?” I asked again.

      “After I– After the man stopped moving, I took Leon and ran,” Lizbeth explained. “I found some stairs. When I went up them, there was a door. It wasn’t locked. I opened it, and we were outside.”

      “Sounds like some kind of cellar,” Nina noted as she turned to look at the tech agents. “See if you can’t narrow down the search area to houses with cellars.”

      “On it,” the female agent replied, her fingers shaking slightly as they flew over the keyboard.

      “I couldn’t run,” Lizbeth continued. “Everything hurt so bad. I wanted to lie down so badly, but I had to get Leon somewhere safe. I walked as fast as I could, but then I heard voices.”

      “No,” Nina whispered beside me, burying her face in her hands.

      “I could hear them coming for us,” Lizbeth explained. “I could hear them talking about us. ‘Where the hell did she go? We won’t get paid if we screw this up.’ That’s what they said.”

      “They said someone paid them to do this!?” I asked, shocked by the revelation. Though perhaps I shouldn’t have been. Diane had said the kidnappers had yet to leave a ransom note or otherwise provide any kind of motive or why they’d taken Lizbeth and the baby. If this was just an old-fashioned hit job, then it would make sense why they hadn’t tried to ask for ransom.

      Lizbeth ignored my question as she continued on with her explanation. “I couldn’t let them find Leon. I hid him in some bushes. He was sleeping so well. It’s ironic. He’s such a fussy baby. He keeps me up all night, but he was sleeping so well when I hid him. What a good boy, staying quiet at just the right time. Then I ran. I hurt so badly I thought I would die, but I ran as fast as I could in the other direction.”

      “What happened after that?” I asked, though I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

      “They caught me,” Lizbeth replied sadly. “They dragged me back to that cellar. They kept asking me where Leon was, but I didn’t tell them.” She laughed again, only to devolve into another fit of coughs. “I thought they would kill me. That was fine, since I knew Leon was safe. But… they didn’t.”

      “Kill you?” I asked as I glanced anxiously over at the computer screen. I had no idea what was happening or if the trace was going well. All I could see were numbers and screens opening and closing.

      “They said–” she tried to explain, but the cough was getting worse. “Ugh… they said they needed to find Leon. If they killed me but not him, then the person who hired them would be angry.”

      “What!?” Nina hissed, her face draining of color. I could understand her reaction.

      “They said Leon was part of the hit too?” I asked, stunned by what she’d just said.

      “I told them to stay away from my baby,” Lizbeth replied. “They hit me, over and over, and told me to tell them where Leon was. I didn’t know.” She whimpered, sobs spilling out of her once again. “I wasn’t going to let them hurt my baby. Even if they killed me. I was going to protect Leon.”

      “And you did,” I assured her. “You’re a good mom. And I’m going to come find both of you, okay?”

      “Okay,” she replied weakly, her voice getting more faint.

      “Lizbeth!” I called out, worried she might be losing consciousness. “Where are the men now? How did you get the phone?”

      “They’re outside, I think,” she muttered softly. “I don’t remember when they stopped hitting me or when I fell asleep again. But when I woke up, I could hear them, up at the top of the steps, outside that door. They didn’t take the phone their friend had. I remembered that he was talking on it earlier. So I grabbed it.”

      “Can you still hear their voices?” I asked urgently, my heart pounding so hard that it almost hurt.

      “I’m not sure,” Lizbeth replied. “My ears are ringing.”

      “We need to get to her,” Nina urged, her voice rising above a whisper in her panic. “How’s the trace?”

      “We’ve got it isolated to a couple of neighborhoods,” the female agent explained, her hands never once ceasing in their movements. “About a two-mile radius. That might be the best we can do, considering she’s underground. It’s mostly residential subdivisions, she must be in one of these houses.”

      “And how many houses?” Holm asked.

      “Dozens,” the agent replied without hesitation.

      “Should we dispatch officers to start searching?” Parson asked.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Now isn’t the time to try to rely on the element of surprise. She’s fading fast and needs medical attention ASAP. Tell the police to look out for a couple of men loitering around the back of a house. If those guys are still standing by the cellar door, they’ll probably stand out.”

      “Will do,” Parson replied as he yanked his phone out of his pants pocket.

      “What about us?” Nina asked as the agent at the computer went back to speaking with Lizbeth.

      “We’re on our way to get you,” she assured the other woman soothingly. “Just hold on, okay? Stay on the phone with me for as long as you can.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Lizbeth joked before being gripped by another round of coughs.

      “We’re heading out too,” I declared as I turned to look between Nina and Holm. “We’ll take two cars. We’ll cover more ground that way. Whoever spots something first, signal to the other.”

      “Good idea,” Nina agreed before turning back to the female agent. “We’ll need the address of that neighborhood.”

      “Already sent it to you,” the agent replied without missing a beat.

      “Thanks!” Nina shot back before motioning for Holm and me to follow her.

      “And what about the kid?” Holm asked as the three of us rushed out of the office.

      “Same difference,” I countered. “We’ll tell the cops to arrange a search party ASAP. Lizbeth couldn’t have gotten very far in her condition. Wherever she hid Leon will be somewhere close to the house. We’ll tell the police to search foliage and wooded areas around the neighborhood.”

      “I just hope we find him before they do,” Nina muttered darkly. “Like you said. She couldn’t have hidden him anywhere far.”

      “Let’s not think that way,” I insisted, though internally I had my own doubts. “We’re going to find them. Both of them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            ETHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The tension I’d felt as Holm and I drove from Miami up to the FBI office was nothing compared to the sheer unease I felt as we rushed over to the neighborhood that the tech agents had managed to produce via the trace. If I hadn’t had years of experience keeping calm under pressure, I might have gone into a full-blown panic. Lizbeth had been shot in the back and beaten half to death, and despite that, she’d still managed to fight off one of her kidnappers and squirrel her son away before being captured again.

      Now, she was on the brink of death and Leon was… well, we had no idea. Nina had expressed her concern that one of the kidnappers might find him before us, but Lizbeth’s comment about snakes had been just as valid. The baby was all alone in some bushes. Some hungry animal could wind up killing him as easily as any human threat.

      I stayed right behind Nina the entire way as we sped through the street toward the neighborhood. We met up with the police part of the way there, their lights and sirens clearing the way for us as we all headed toward our destination as quickly as we could.

      We arrived fifteen or so minutes after leaving the FBI office, and even that short amount of time seemed far too long. Had Lizbeth survived those fifteen minutes bleeding out? Had the men found Leon in that time? I waited impatiently as everyone parked and rushed to get assembled. One of the officers barked orders at the rest, assigning them roles and telling them to head this way or that. Nina got out of her car a little after Holm and I got out of ours, her phone pressed to her ear.

      “Yes, I understand,” she said as she walked over to us. “Yes. No. No, I really don’t think that’s wise.” She lifted a hand to cover the receiver as she turned to look at us. “It’s Frederick Mason.” She looked down at the phone and put it on speaker.

      “But you said you heard from her!?” he asked, sounding panicked. “What did she say? How was she? Did she sound hurt? Was anyone else with her? How did she call you?”

      “Mr. Mason,” Nina replied calmly. “Yes, she spoke to us with a phone that she took from one of the kidnappers.” She paused, and I could tell she wasn’t sure how to answer the rest of the man’s questions. I didn’t blame her. Going into detail would probably only cause him to panic more.

      “And she said she left Leon somewhere?” he asked. “But how did she escape? And where did she even leave him? Please, I can be there in half an hour! He’s my son! I want to look for him too!”

      “I understand that,” Nina replied patiently. “Really, I do. It might be better, though, for you to wait and–”

      “Don’t tell me to just sit here and wait!” Mason screamed so loudly that the phone’s speakers crackled as they struggled against the frequency of his voice. “My wife and child are hurt! And lost somewhere!”

      “Nobody’s asking you to just sit there and wait,” Nina tried to reason with him. “I understand–”

      “No, you don’t understand!” Mason insisted furiously. “Do you have children, Agent Gosse!? Has anyone ever snatched them away from you?” Nina just clamped her mouth shut. She looked abashed, her face flushing red. I could tell she felt embarrassed, and I wanted to assure her that she hadn’t done anything wrong, but I knew it likely wouldn’t make a difference. “Don’t tell me you understand!”

      “You’re right,” Nina replied apologetically. “I shouldn’t have said that. Still, your wife reached out to us. She might try calling you. And she escaped once as well. It would be better, for everyone, if you stay home, just in case she calls or tries to make her way back there.”

      “I–” Mason uttered before falling silent. “I hadn’t considered that. That’s a good point.” He sounded calm now. Almost too calm, and I wondered if he wasn’t just playing along with Nina to get her to stop disagreeing with him.

      “I promise,” Nina assured him. “The second we find anything, you will be the very first to know.”

      “Yes,” Mason replied tersely. “Of course. I’ll, uh, I’ll stay here at home then. Thank you, Agent Gosse. Please keep me updated.”

      “I will,” Nina went to respond, but Mason had already hung up.

      “Well, fifty bucks says he’s already putting on his coat to rush down here,” Holm huffed. “Guy’s an awful liar.”

      “Well, I tried,” Nina groaned, shaking her head as she slipped her phone back into her pocket. “And it’s not like the guy isn’t allowed to come and look for them. It’s just… well, you know.”

      I did. Having the family of the victim around was never a good idea. In the case of searches, it was impossible to know, until you found the missing person, whether you were looking for a person or a body. Lizbeth had been alive fifteen minutes ago, but that could have changed in just the span of a second. The last thing we wanted, if we were to come upon either of their bodies, was for Frederick Mason to see his wife or son like that.

      “We’re ready to start,” the officer who’d been shouting orders came to speak with Nina a moment later. “I’ve got two search parties ready to go and look for the kid, and a different team ready to look for the kidnappers.” She frowned. “Do we have any idea what they look like? Any physical description at all?”

      “They were all wearing ski masks,” I explained. “No idea, not even height or ethnicity.”

      “Well, we’ll do what we can,” the officer replied as she set her hands on her hips. “I have two sets of officers searching on foot and another two sets in their patrol cars. I’ve instructed everyone to radio in the second they find either the perps, the woman, or the baby.” She reached for her belt and pulled a walkie talkie off of it. “Here. I figure you’re all set in your cars but in case you head off on foot.”

      “Thanks,” I replied as I took it. She nodded and headed off, motioning for some of the officers to follow her. I watched for a moment as two of them suddenly unloaded a couple of dogs from the back of a large van.

      “Okay, so what are we doing?” Holm asked as he looked back and forth between me and Nina. “We can’t exactly go knocking on every single door.”

      “We don’t have to,” I reminded him. “Lizbeth said that once she went through the door at the top of the stairs, she was outside. That means it’s an outdoor cellar. We only need to scout out houses that have exterior basement doors attached to them.

      “Let’s go, then,” Nina urged.

      The three of us set off, opposite the direction that the police woman had gone with her group. We moved quickly, not wasting time on any house that didn’t have some kind of exterior door or in-ground cellar. Actually, most of them didn’t. That wasn’t surprising, considering Florida was built almost entirely on top of an aquifer. Most buildings had heavy slabs underneath, because there was a lot of groundwater here. Building a cellar or basement was actually dangerous because the ground was so soft and filled with water, there was a good chance any kind of underground structure could collapse. That being the case, it didn’t take long before we’d covered half the neighborhood.

      “Nobody has a basement,” Holm pointed out an hour into our search. By then, all three of us were hot and sweaty, the Floridian sun beating down on us as we rushed through the neighborhood. We’d started to attract curious glances by that point as well. The residents of the neighborhood had, unsurprisingly, noticed the army of police officers and K-9s rushing around.

      “No,” I agreed as I turned to Nina. “Is it possible the tech agents made a mistake?”

      “I guess.” She shrugged, wiping the sweat from her brow before placing her hands on her hips. “I don’t think this was their mistake, though. I think it was ours, for assuming we were looking for a legit cellar attached to someone’s house.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, frowning at her in confusion.

      “I mean we assumed she was in someone’s basement because that’s what she described,” Nina replied. “But people in Florida don’t have basements. Not legal ones, anyway.” She bit her lip and looked around in a circle at the surrounding houses. “I think we’re looking for something secret. Someone’s doomsday bunker that they dug up without a permit, maybe.”

      “Which means we’ll have an even harder time finding it,” I surmised as I joined her in looking around. The houses were all separated by patches of trees, dense enough in some places that it was impossible to see past them to the adjacent street. All this time we’d been scanning the sides and backs of houses, when we should have been searching the overgrown bundles of forestry that divided them.

      “Crap,” I muttered. “Alright, well, one of the police teams was already searching through the trees and bushes for Leon. We should recoup with them, check out which areas they’ve already searched, and go from there.”

      “Good idea,” Nina replied as she reached into her pocket for her phone. She’d barely pulled it free when the walkie talkie on my hip buzzed to life.

      “Hello?” it crackled as I went to grab it. “Agent Gosse?”

      “Oh, maybe they found something already,” I remarked hopefully as I held down the PTT button on the side. “Hello? This is Agent Marston.”

      “We’ve got the baby,” the officer announced without preamble, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. “One-oh-eight. On Woodbury Drive. A woman just called 911 saying that she found a baby in the bushes behind her garden.”

      “We’re on our way there,” I replied before releasing the button and clipping the Walkie Talkie back onto my belt. I didn’t have to say anything. Nina and Holm took off right beside me as we raced toward the house in question. I’d been hoping that they would tell us they’d found the secret underground cellar, but finding Leon was just as good.

      A few officers were already on the lawn when we arrived. The door was open, and the three of us barely slowed down before barging in. Standing in the living room, just a few feet from the door, was a thin, slightly hunched older woman. She cradled a baby in her arms, while another, slightly older child stood beside her, tightly clutching the hem of her dress. The boss officer from before was there as well, waiting for us. They both looked up at us as we rushed inside.

      “Ah, these are the agents I was telling you about,” the female officer explained to the older woman as she gestured toward us with her hand. The older woman smiled as she gently rocked the baby.

      “Federal agents, right? My goodness.” She shook her head as she looked down at Leon, who I could hear making soft gurgling noises up at her. “I saw all those officers running back and forth, and I knew something was happening, but I couldn’t have guessed this little man would be involved.”

      “Where did you find him?” Nina asked, and though her tone was gentle, I could still hear the urgency in it. If the woman had found Leon nearby, then that meant that Lizbeth had to be somewhere close as well.

      “Oh, out in the garden,” the woman explained as she glanced out her kitchen window.

      I’d been so focused on Leon up until then, that I hadn’t bothered to take a look at the house. It was a bit cluttered, but in a homey way. It seemed like almost every inch of the walls was covered in framed pictures, crayon drawings, or shelves full of old trophies and photos. There were about ten blankets piled all over every sofa in the living room, and a small chest full of toys in one corner. It looked like a home that had been accumulated over a very long time, everything mismatched but still cozy.

      “He was in your garden?” Nina asked as she stepped forward.

      I did so instinctively as well, wanting to get a look at Leon. To my relief, it didn’t look like he was injured. He was dirty, his tiny face covered in smudges and literal dirt, probably from being hidden in the bushes, but otherwise he seemed fine.

      “Oh, not exactly in the garden,” the old woman chortled. “I was out there with my grandson, Finny.” She smiled down at the kid who still had a death grip on her skirt. When he noticed me looking at him, he blushed and hid his face behind his grandmother. “We were out there tending to my flowers. When I saw those police officers rush by, I thought it would be best to bring him inside. I thought there might be a robber loose or something!”

      “Can I?” Nina asked as she held her hands out for Leon.

      “Oh, sure,” the woman replied as she handed the kid over. The moment she did, Nina relaxed, the tension draining from her shoulders as she looked down at the baby. I could tell holding him made it more real for her that we’d actually found him. “Like I was saying. I was out with Finny. I told him it was time to come inside. He was off making mud pies by the bushes behind the house. Then he says that there’s a baby back there! I thought he was pulling a fast one on me, you know how kids are, with their big imaginations. He kept insisting though, and I started to get cross, because I was worried about those police officers and whoever it was they were looking for! So I went over there to get Finny myself, and what do you know!” She gestured toward Leon. “There really was a baby!”

      “I guess we’re lucky that Finny found him,” I commended the kid, who peeked out from behind her skirt for just a second before hiding again.

      “I should say so!” the woman laughed warmly. “I came inside to call the law. I thought someone was definitely missing this baby! Then I remember those police officers, and I wondered if this little guy was who they were looking for all along!”

      “We were definitely looking for him,” Nina confirmed as she rocked Leon. She looked like a natural doing it, I was surprised she didn’t have children of her own.

      “Well, I’m glad Finny spotted him before anything happened!” the woman exclaimed, before her face suddenly twisted up into a disgusted sneer. “Now, who could just abandon a baby in the bushes like that? There are gators around here, you know! Well, maybe not right here, but there are plenty of other little beasts that could have hurt him!”

      Nina opened her mouth to respond, but hesitated. She probably wasn’t sure how much about the case she should or could reveal to the woman.

      “Why don’t we call Frederick Mason?” I suggested before things could turn awkward. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to know that we found Leon.”

      “Good idea,” Nina replied gratefully, suddenly stepping toward me. Before I realized what she was doing, Leon was already in my arms. “I’ll give him a call. I’m sure Robbie is right, and he’s almost here by now, anyway.” She walked away before I could say anything in protest. It wasn’t that I disliked babies, or anything, I just didn’t have any experience with them.

      “Don’t drop him,” Holm taunted as I looked down at Leon.

      “I’m not going to drop him!” I shot back, readjusting him in my arms as surreptitiously as I could, not wanting to drop him. I’d held kids before, usually during rescues, but they were different. Kids were more solid and knew how to hold their own body weight up. Leon was like a limp sack of flour as he stared up at me.

      “I’ll call for an ambulance,” the officer remarked as she went to grab her phone from one of the pockets of her utility belt. “He looks alright, but it’s been two days since he was taken. He probably hasn’t eaten in that time. And we can’t be sure he doesn’t have any internal injuries.”

      “Two days!” the elderly woman gasped, looking horrified. “I’ve got some formula, I think. Let me go and check the kitchen. She shuffled off before any of us could say a word in protest, Finny hot at her heels.

      “I’m glad it was a nice old lady who found him,” Holm grumbled. “And not one of the kidnappers.”

      “I know,” I agreed as I looked down at Leon. Now that I thought about it, maybe it wasn’t a good sign that he was lying there so still and quiet. How long could a baby go without eating? I wasn’t sure if it was okay to give babies just whatever kind of formula was sitting around, but I supposed in this case, an exception could be made.

      “Alright,” the officer declared as she finished her call and tucked her phone away. “Bus is on its way. We can’t take it easy just yet, though. We still haven’t found Lizbeth.”

      “Any word from the search teams?” Holm asked. “Actually, the three of us were thinking that we might not be looking for a legitimate cellar attached to someone’s house.”

      “Oh, right,” I added. We’d been distracted right after our discovery by the news that someone had found Leon. “We think we might be looking for some kind of secret bunker. Most houses in Florida don’t have basements because of the groundwater. There’s a good chance that whoever made the one that Lizbeth is trapped in did it in secret, without the proper permits. So it might be hidden in the bushes somewhere, too.”

      “Good thinking,” the officer replied as she reached for her walkie talkie. “I’ll let them know to switch gears and start searching the wooded areas instead of backyards. We need to find this woman before she bleeds out. Or before the kidnappers get back to her.”

      “Oh my word,” the little old lady from before uttered in shock as she stepped out of the kitchen and back into the living room. I hadn’t realized she was already on her way back. She had a horrified look on her face, and I knew then she’d heard what the police woman had just said. “Kidnappers? So… this baby…?” She turned to look at Leon, the expression of horror on her face only growing more pronounced. “Oh no… I’m so ashamed. I said such awful things about him being abandoned. That’s why he was there? And you said you’re still looking for a woman? Who? His mother?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed. There was no point in concealing it now. “They were both kidnapped two days ago. She managed to escape long enough to hide him in your garden. Now we’re not sure where she is.”

      “Oh, that poor woman,” the elderly lady gasped as she walked over to Leon. She had a small cup of milky white liquid in her hand. The sight of formula sent an uneasy chill down my spine. I knew it wasn’t the same stuff that had hurt all those kids. The tainted formula had all been recalled and destroyed weeks ago. Nevertheless, the memory of that awful case was still fresh in my mind. “I only have sippy cups. I have spare formula here, but my daughter usually brings her own bottles when I babysit. I hope he takes it.”

      “Uh, I guess we can try,” I murmured, my face heating up as I awkwardly offered the cup to Leon. I wasn’t really sure how to feed a baby with a normal bottle, let alone this thing. He was obviously hungry, though, because he immediately started to suck on it. He managed to gulp some of it down before it started to come out too fast, splashing him in the face.

      “What are you doing?” Nina called out. She’d finished her call and had come back into the house just as I attempted to feed Leon. “You’re gonna drown him.” She giggled slightly at my clumsy attempt before taking him from me.

      “He’s all yours,” I muttered as I reached down and wiped at the front of my shirt where some of the formula had spilled.

      “Let’s see if I can’t help you drink this,” Nina teased, doing a better job at only tipping the cup slightly. “There. It’s not ideal, but you’ll have something in your tummy.”

      “Mason’s on the way, I’m guessing?” Holme raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Of course,” Nina replied with a nod. “He sounded about ready to burst into tears when I told him the good news. Said he would get here as soon as he could.”

      “I bet he’s right down the street,” Holm laughed. “I could tell he was lying when he said he’d stay put. Anyway, now that we’ve got Leon, we were just discussing how we were going to go about finding Lizbeth.”

      “Right,” Nina murmured, biting her lip as she helped Leon drink.

      “We’ve already searched about half the neighborhood looking for the baby,” the police woman explained. “My officers would have told me if they found anything like a cellar.”

      “A cellar?” the little old lady blinked at her in surprise. “You’re looking for a cellar? What’s where his mother is!?” The poor woman looked so distraught that I was about to suggest we move the conversation outside. “You won’t find a lot of those around here. Except… Mitch. Ugh, what was his last name? Well, I guess that doesn’t matter. My neighbor Mitch has a cellar!”

      “He does?” I rounded on her eagerly, my heart racing.

      “Yes,” the little old woman replied with a nod. “He’s a bit…” She grimaced and twirled her finger around her ear.

      “Crazy?” I asked, and she shrugged.

      “Well, he’s harmless enough,” she explained. “He’s a polite man, though he does mostly keep to himself. He does think that the world is coming to an end, though. I caught him digging up his yard one day. I asked him what he was doing, and he said he was building a shelter for when the radiation hits.” She shrugged again. “Like I said, he’s a bit of a kooky fellow. He asked me not to tell anyone, but I told him not to worry. I’m not a snitch, as the kids say!” She giggled for a moment before her expression turned serious again. “Really, though, I’m not one of those nosy biddies that thinks they’re queen of the neighborhood! He wasn’t hurting me or mine, so why would I say anything about his little underground shelter? But, now that I think about it, he’s the only person around here who's got anything like a cellar.”

      “And where does Mitch live?” I asked her urgently the sound of squelching tires erupted from the front lawn.

      “Oh, that’s probably Frederick Mason,” Nina announced as she smiled down at Leon. “Looks like Daddy’s here.”

      “He lives a few houses down,” the old woman explained, “on the other side of those trees.”

      “Hey!” a voice called from outside. Then there was an eruption of noise as a flurry of bangs exploded from the front lawn.

      “Get down!” the police woman yelled as she shoved the old lady to the floor. Nina dropped to her knees as well, covering Leon with her body as she hunched over him. Holm and I crouched low as well, each one turning to look at the other as we ducked our heads.

      “Dammit!” I hissed at Holm. “I don’t think that’s Frederick Mason that just pulled up.”
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      Leon started to scream, and the noise grated on my ears more than the sound of gunfire did. I recalled reading something about that once, how the cries of a baby triggered something primal inside of people. It was some kind of survival mechanism, meant to get humans to take care of their young or something. The thought fled me almost as soon as it surfaced to the forefront of my mind, very quickly overshadowed by the urgency of our current situation.

      “Finny!” the old woman suddenly screamed, struggling to get to her feet as she scanned the house for her grandson. “Where’s Finny!?”

      “Ma’am, you need to stay down!” The police woman slammed the older lady back to the floor.

      “No!” she cried out helplessly. “I need to find him! He’s just a baby too!”

      “I’ll get him!” I offered as I clambered up to my feet, careful to keep my head ducked as I ran toward the kitchen. I’d last spotted him running off in that direction, scurrying after his grandma. And that’s where I found him there, sitting on the tile floor of the kitchen and crying as he pressed his hands to his ears.

      “Hey, bud,” I greeted him softly as I slid to my knees beside him. “Hey, it’s okay. I’ve got you.” I lifted him up, and just as I remembered, this felt a lot less precarious than holding a baby. Finny’s cries were still as distressing, though. I got back to my feet, ready to carry him back to the living room. As I got up, though, someone kicked the kitchen door in.

      Standing there was a burly-looking man, dressed in a black t-shirt. He was holding a pistol in one hand, a murderous glare in his eyes as he scanned the kitchen. I shifted Finny to one side as I reached for my holster. Finny screamed in my ear, but I tuned him out, every ounce of my focus on the man in front of me. I got my hand on my gun just as his gaze met mine.

      He lifted the gun, but I was just slightly faster. I bright my hand up and pulled the trigger in one quick motion. My bullet struck the intruder square between the eyes, and he fell to the floor in a crumpled heap.

      There was nobody out there with him, but I still kicked the door shut before turning on my heels and running for the living room. Back in there, I could see that the police woman had slammed the front door shut as well. I could still hear gunfire out there, presumably from the cops fighting whoever else had pulled up.

      “They’re trying to come in the back!” I announced as I rushed to hand Finny off to his grandma. She cried out in relief as she took him, literally snatching him out of my hands before hugging him close.

      “Take him upstairs,” I urged.

      “Leon, too,” Nina pleaded as she held the baby out to the old woman. She transferred Leon onto one hip before reaching out to take Leon as well, one kid under each arm. “Barricade yourself in a room. Don’t come out until we come to get you.”

      The old woman didn’t respond, only nodded silently before turning to rush up the steps. She’d waddled slowly earlier when she went to get formula for Leon, but now she ran up the stairs with an agility and speed that belied her age and the slight hunch she walked with. I supposed, just like Lizbeth, she was able to pull nearly inhuman strength from seemingly nowhere when it came to protecting Finny and Leon.

      She’d just made it up to the top of the steps when I heard a bang from the kitchen. That wasn’t surprising, since the first guy had kicked the door in. Shutting it wasn’t bound to deter them for any length.

      “I’ve got your back,” Holm assured me as the two of us rushed back toward the kitchen while Nina and the police woman covered the front. By the time we rounded the small alcove that led in there, two more men had stormed their way in through the broken door. Holm and I lifted our sidearms and fire, dispatching both of them easily. We both stood at the ready after they fell, waiting for more to come rushing inside.

      None did, though.

      “Something’s off,” I muttered to Holm. It was too quiet. Gunshots were still going off out front, which meant the battle wasn’t over yet. So why wasn’t anyone trying to come in through the back?

      I got my answer a moment later, when something came flying in through the open back door. It wasn’t a person, but an object, small and black and letting off plumes of smoke.

      “Crap, watch it!” I yelled, but it was too late. Just a second after the small canister came sailing into the kitchen, my eyes began to sting and my throat began to scratch.

      “It’s tear gas!” Holm hacked, struggling to lift the collar of his shirt up over his mouth and nose. “Bastards threw tear gas at us!”

      “We gotta get the old lady and the kids out of here!” I wheezed, struggling to keep my eyes open. It might take some time for the gas to reach them, but it eventually would inside the confined space of the house, even upstairs.

      We had more immediate concerns to deal with, though. As I struggled to open my eyes, I spotted shadows moving around through the smog. The assailants were using the gas to sneak past us.

      “No!” I hissed through gritted teeth as I lifted my gun and fired. The target let out a grunt of pain, his voice muffled by the respirator he wore. I turned and blinked rapidly, trying to clear the gas from my eyes as I shot another one.

      I thought I’d gotten all of them until a dark shadow moved in the corner of my periphery. As I turned toward it, I realized one of them had sneaked through. With a swear, I took off after him. The haze cleared slightly as I left the kitchen and rushed to the stairs. Even though we weren’t standing in the cloud of gas anymore, it was still a feat to keep my eyes open. They burned with a sharp, stabbing pain, but I forced myself to push through it as I chased after the perp.

      He was halfway up the stairs now, on his way to kill an innocent woman and two babies. So I ran faster, my lungs burning and my eyes burning and every part of my body on fire as I forced my body to its limit to close the distance between us.

      “Hey!” I shouted, holstering my gun as I did. Now that we were on the second floor, I couldn’t risk shooting. A stray bullet could go through a door or wall and hit the old woman or one of the kids.

      The perp turned to look at me, halfway to raising his gun when I slammed into him. He fell flat onto his back with me on top of him. He fired the pistol he was holding as I knocked him down, the bullet sailing straight into the roof. I grabbed the arm holding the gun and slammed it down to keep him from shooting again. Then, with my other hand, I reared back and punched him directly in the face.

      That turned out to be a bad idea, because although I managed to hit his cheek, I also crushed my own hand in the process as I punched the plastic respirator he was wearing. He pushed me off, and I rolled to the side, forcing my eyes open as the perp went to point his gun at me. I rolled back and kicked him in the arm before he could shoot. Though I couldn’t see well, I could still hear the sharp crack his arm made as it broke.

      The perp yelled, the agony in his voice palpable even through the respirator, as the gun fell to the carpeted floor with a soft thump. The perp lunged for me at the same time I reached over to grab the gun. I pressed the muzzle of it into his chest as he bent down to punch me and pulled the trigger.

      His arm went limp before that punch could connect. His enraged expression morphed into one of stunned confusion as he stared down at me. Then his gaze drifted away from my eyes and down to the gaping hole I’d just made in his chest. He coughed once, blood spurting out in droplets around the sides of the respirator. I shoved him off of me, and he fell onto his side with a heavy thump.

      By that point, the rest of the firing had stopped as well. That meant that one side had won. As I struggled to get up to my feet, exhausted and in pain, I hoped that it had been us who’d come out victorious.

      “Marston?” Holm’s voice called out, strained and raspy. “You alive?”

      “Not dead yet!” I called back, surprised by how croaky my own voice sounded.

      “What the hell is that?” Nina yelled. “Oh, jeez, we have to get out of here.” I heard footsteps rushing toward me and forced my eyes open instinctively, ready to fight. It was only Nina, though.

      “Ethan, are you okay?” She coughed. Her eyes were a little red, but I imagined Holm and I must look a lot worse, since we’d gotten the brunt of the gas. “Wait here, okay? I’m going to help them out, then I’ll come back for you.” She rushed off past me. “Don’t try to go down by yourself, you might trip down the stairs!”

      I glanced down, struggling to keep my eyes open for longer than a few seconds. I probably would have made it down alright, but I didn’t want to block Nina as she helped get the others out, so I decided to heed her instructions. She reappeared a few moments later, accompanied by the old woman, who was wrapped in a large comforter.

      “Okay,” Nina directed her gently. “Just be careful, alright? Walk fast, but don’t run. Careful of the steps. Yep, one at a time. Careful.” She’d wrapped the old woman and the babies in what looked like a lot of heavy blankets to shield them from the gas. Hopefully it would be enough. This stuff was awful for a healthy grown man, I couldn’t imagine a frail old woman or two babies suffering through it.

      Fortunately, Nina got them out fairly quickly. Once they were out, I started to make my own way down the stairs, and I noticed Holm waiting for me at the bottom.

      “You could have left,” I pointed out, halfway through a laugh before I was overtaken by a fit of coughs.

      “No man left behind,” Holm joked as he wound an arm around my shoulders. “Come on, let’s get the heck out of here.” The two of us hurried side by side toward the door. We’d just made it outside when Nina came running up.

      “I told you to wait for me at the stairs!” she scolded as she indicated for me to crouch lower. She had a bottle of water in her eyes, and though I knew this was going to suck, I also knew it would help. “You could have fallen and broken your neck!”

      “I’ve been tear-gassed before,” I reminded her as I knelt down and tilted my head back. “A few times actually. For training.”

      “And yet you’re still this reckless.” Nina sighed as she poured the water into my eyes. Contrary to popular myth, milk didn’t actually help any more than normal water. Actually, pouring milk into your eyes was more dangerous for the same reasons that it was dangerous to pour any kind of food or drink into your eyes. Even just the water felt like she was stabbing me with hot pokers, though, but I clenched my jaw and powered through it. Once she was done, the sting did feel a little less awful than before.

      “Robbie, your turn,” Nina declared as she motioned for Holm to kneel down as well.

      “Ugh, if any of these jerks survived, I’m going to kill them for this,” he grumbled as he let Nina pour water into his eyes. He hissed, squeezing his fists closed as she did.

      “Sorry.” Nina frowned as she finished up.

      “What about you?” I asked as I looked around for more water.

      “I’m fine,” she brushed me off dismissively. “I only got a little. Besides, the other officers need it more.” I could tell from the way she blinked and twisted her face up that she was lying. She probably just wanted to be selfless and let everyone else flush their eyes out first.

      Now that I could see better, I turned and looked around. It didn’t take me very long to spot where the water was coming from. Several police officers had gathered around one of the K-9 vans. There were several plastic cases filled with bottles of water in it, which the cops were using to flush out each other’s eyes.

      I walked over and pulled one out of the case, blinking against the sting in my eyes as I walked back to where I’d left Holm and Nina. My eyes and throat would probably hurt for another half hour or so before the pain really started to fade. The water had helped flush the worst of it out of my face, at least.

      When I got back, I didn’t see Nina or Holm. A quick look around revealed that Holm had walked off to go speak to the police woman who’d been inside the house with us. Nina was off in the opposite direction, speaking with the old woman. She was still clutching both kids tightly.

      “You’re sure you’re not in any pain?” I heard Nina ask the old woman as I walked up to them. “Even though you were upstairs, it’d still be a good idea for you to go get checked out at a hospital, just in case.”

      “You should follow your own advice,” I chided as I cut into the conversation. Nina turned to shoot me a sheepish smile. “Come on.” I lifted the bottle. “Your turn.”

      “Ugh, but it’s going to hurt,” Nina grumbled. It was uncharacteristic of her to whine like that, and I laughed at how charming she looked doing it.

      “Better to do it fast,” I urged. “Like ripping off a band-aid.”

      “Fine, fine,” she muttered. Unlike Holm and I, she didn’t have to kneel, since I was taller than her. I lifted the bottle up and poured it into her eyes, snickering as Nina flinched and struggled to keep her eyes open.

      “Oh, come on!” I teased. “You can’t flush your eyes out if they’re closed!”

      “I’ve always been bad with eye drops, too,” Nina admitted as she forced her eyes open a crack. “Okay, that’s good.” She stepped out from under the flow of the water before the bottle was empty.

      “You sure?” I asked, half joking but also half genuinely concerned.

      “Yeah,” she insisted. “I really didn’t get it as bad as you and Robbie. Officer Chantelle and I were by the front door when the canister went off. It was a minute or two until we even realized what had happened, when our eyes started to burn.” She turned back to the old woman, who had set Finny down and held his hand while she cradled Leon in the other. “I’m a lot more concerned about Mrs. Abernathy here. Like I was telling her, even though she was upstairs and away from the initial blast–”

      “I told you I’m fine!” Mrs. Abernathy insisted, expertly rocking Leon with just a single arm. “But how long will my house be full of that stuff?”

      “Well, depending on how badly it penetrated the carpets and walls, you might need to have someone come down to do a professional cleaning,” I revealed. “We can refer someone to–”

      “Leon?” a low voice called out. “Leon!?”

      “Oh, I think that’s Frederick Mason,” Nina spoke up as she nodded behind me.

      I turned to find a man in an expensive-looking suit stepping out of a sleek, shiny black car. He’d obviously just pulled up, his face a mask of shock and confusion as he looked around at the scene in front of him. It took him a few moments to spot us, and once he did, his gaze immediately zeroed in on the baby.

      “Leon!” he yelled again as he raced over to us, leather shoes thudding against the grassy lawn as he scrambled up to the elderly woman.

      “You must be this little guy’s father,” Mrs. Abernathy remarked as she reached out to hand Leon to the man. Mason took his son in his arms and stared down at him, breathing heavily.

      “He’s alive,” he muttered, his voice strained, as though he was about to cry. “He’s alive. Thank goodness.” He paused and looked up at Nina and me before once again taking a look around. “What happened? What’s going on? I came as soon as you said you’d found him, but all the police officers and ambulances…? I don’t understand.”

      “We were attacked,” I explained simply, “right after Agent Gosse called you. A group of men stormed up to the house. They seemed pretty intent on getting to Leon.”

      “Monsters,” Mason uttered, his voice full of venom. “Why him? Why would they want to hurt an innocent baby?”

      “We were hoping you could tell us, actually,” I shot back.

      Mason raised an eyebrow at me. “Right, and who exactly are you?” He looked over at Nina before turning his attention back to me. “I know Agent Gosse. I haven’t met you, though.”

      “Agent Ethan Marston,” I introduced myself. “With MBLIS.”

      “MBLIS?” Mason repeated blankly, a reason I had long since grown accustomed to.

      “Military Border Liaison Investigative Services,” Nina explained for me. “MBLIS deals with crimes that cross international water borders. In this case, it’s because we believe the kidnappers have some kind of tie to Trinidad and Tobago. I spoke to you on the phone about that recently, do you remember?”

      “Yes!” Mason snapped brusquely. “I mean, no! I mean… it’s hard to keep everything straight when you’re stressed over the disappearance of your wife and child!” His face was purple, and a small vein throbbed almost grotesquely on his forehead.

      “Of course.” I stepped in, physically putting myself between him and Nina. I could understand he was upset, but unleashing his frustration by screaming at her wasn’t called for. “We understand that this is all a lot to handle. It would really help us, though, if you could tell us of anyone who might be harboring a grudge against you.”

      “What!?” Mason snapped, growing angrier by the moment. Even Leon seemed to sense the downward shift in his father’s mood, because he started to cry and squirm. “How should I know who would do this? I’ve made a lot of enemies! You don’t become as successful as I have without stepping on a few toes!”

      “Mr. Mason, we just want to do everything we can to find your wife–” Nina tried to explain, but that only seemed to make him angrier.

      “Oh, so now it’s my fault that you can’t find her?” he screamed so loudly that some of the officers and EMTs turned to look. “Aren’t you cops? Investigators? Isn’t that your job?”

      “We’re not–” Nina tried again, but Mason wouldn’t let her get a single word in edgewise.

      “No!” he barked. “You know what? I’m done with this conversation. Leon has been through enough, and I am taking him home.”

      “Right now?” Nina balked, her eyes growing wide in surprise. “But Lizbeth is still–”

      “Yes, she’s still missing!” Mason spat. “I am very aware of that! So why don’t you two do your jobs and go and find her?! In the meantime, I will be taking my son home, where he will be safe.”

      I stepped forward to try to dissuade him from leaving so quickly, but he turned and stalked back to his car at lightning speed. At the very least, I would have liked to ask him some more about potential suspects and motives, but it seemed that Leon was his highest priority, even above his wife. I wasn’t a parent, so I couldn’t say whether I would be willing to completely abandon my spouse in favor of getting my child to safety, but somehow, it felt a little wrong.

      “What just happened?” Nina grumbled, her face scrunching into a forlorn scowl as she turned to look at me.

      “Mason took his kid and hightailed it out of here,” I muttered in response.

      “Hey!” Holm called out from behind me. When I turned to look, he was running up to us, still blinking rapidly. “Was that Frederick Mason who just left?”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed as I crossed my arms over my chest. “He grabbed Leon and took off.”

      “Without Lizbeth!?” Holm gaped at us in shock. “Speaking of, the police have tracked down this guy Mitch’s house.”

      “The one with the illegal bunker?” I asked, interest piqued now.

      “Yeah.” Holm nodded as he pointed over his shoulder. Now that I looked past him, I could see several officers all running off into the trees. “They’re heading over there now.”

      “Let’s join them,” I urged, and the three of us took off after the officers. We passed the old woman’s garden as we ran by, and I mentally retraced the steps that Lizbeth must have taken to come and hide Leon from the kidnappers.

      “One of the assailants is still alive, by the way,” Holm informed us. “I think only one. The EMTs were loading him into one of the ambulances while I was talking with the cops.”

      “Good,” I replied as he made our way through the densely packed trees and shrubbery. “We can go and have a chat with him after we find Lizbeth.”

      The ache in my eyes had finally started to wane, but it was quickly being replaced by cuts and scrapes as we struggled to shove our way through the prickly foliage. As I imagined Lizbeth making this same journey, scrambling to get away from the kidnappers while also dealing with a gunshot wound, my blood boiled.

      “It’s here!” a voice called a moment after we finally made it to the other side of the wooded area. A few officers had already crowded around something set into the ground. From a distance, I could see two of them messing with something on the ground. Then I saw a wooden door swing open upward, like a lid.

      “They found the cellar,” Nina murmured as she took off running. Holm and I followed closely behind her. As we got closer, though, it became apparent that something was wrong. The officers were muttering among themselves, and then shouting.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as we reached the group. Everyone was talking at once, and I couldn’t make out what the ruckus was about.

      “She’s not here!” a voice finally called out above the din. One of the officers crawled out of a hole in the ground, and everyone stepped back to give him room. As they did, I was finally able to get a look into the cellar. As I peered down, I realized that he was right.

      The space wasn’t very big, just a small room with a wall lined with shelves full of canned food and jugs of water. I could see another police officer standing at the bottom, looking around, but no sign of Lizbeth.

      She was gone.
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      “No, where could she be?” Nina murmured nervously, shifting from one foot to the other as she glanced back down at the open cellar. It had been a few minutes since we’d found it completely empty. I’d even gone down myself to make sure that we hadn’t missed some small path or hidden door, but the small bunker really was empty.

      After ensuring that nobody was inside, the police had cordoned it off. It was a crime scene, but on top of that, it was unsafe. The ground in this area was soft and muddy, and since we didn’t know how the bunker had been constructed, there was no telling what, if anything, was stopping the walls from suddenly caving in.

      “What exactly did the tech agents say when you called them?” I asked. After finding the bunker empty, Nina had immediately called her friend, Agent Parson, to see if Lizbeth was still on the phone with them.

      “They said she stayed on the line with them for a while after we left,” Nina explained again. “Then, at some point, she told them that she thought someone was coming, and before they could stop her, she hung up.” Nina pursed her lips. “‘I think someone’s here.’ Apparently, that’s the very last they heard from her. They tried to tell her not to hang up, but it was too late.”

      “Those guys attacked us right after we found Leon,” Holm pointed out. “I mean immediately after. They might have been watching us as we searched. Maybe even from one of these houses nearby. There’s plenty of them, and I noticed more than a few people watching us while we were searching.”

      “Yeah, doing it so brazenly out in the open wasn’t ideal,” I muttered bitterly. “We didn’t have any choice, though, not when we knew Lizbeth and Leon were both in danger.”

      Nina sighed “So you’re saying that if they saw us finding Leon, then they probably came and grabbed Lizbeth at the same time that they attacked us?”

      “It would make sense,” Holm replied with a shrug.

      “Why not just kill her, though?” I wondered aloud. “On the phone, she mentioned something about the kidnappers saying they’d been hired to kill her.”

      “Her and Leon,” Nina pointed out. “Don’t forget, they didn’t want to kill her until she told them where the baby was.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “So if this was a hit job, why go through the trouble of moving her around? Why not just kill her and be done with it?”

      “We’re missing something,” Nina grumbled, shaking her head slowly as she ruminated over my question. “Why would a hitman hesitate when it comes to killing his target? That’s what we have to figure out.”

      Before either Holm or I could respond, Nina’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

      “Oh, what is it now?” she grumbled as she pulled it free. “This isn’t the time– Oh, it’s Parson!” She quickly answered it before pressing the speakerphone button. “Hello? Parson? What’s up?”

      “She’s back!” the other agent informed us. “Lizbeth is back on the phone!”

      “She is?” I stared down at the phone in shock. I’d been convinced that she’d been grabbed again by the kidnappers, so hearing that she had managed to call 911 again was surprising, to say the very least.

      “Hang on, I’ll patch the two calls,” Agent Parson offered. There were a couple of muffled clicks, quickly followed by a low, raspy breathing noise.

      “Lizbeth?” I called out. Though the voice was only breathing and not speaking, I had a feeling it was her.

      “I’m here,” she replied weakly, her voice even groggier than before. “I… I made it out.”

      “Yes, you did,” I replied as I looked wildly around. She couldn’t have gotten far, but I didn’t see her anywhere. “We’re at the cellar now, Lizbeth. Can you tell us where you are? Do you think you can make it back here?”

      “I don’t know,” she murmured softly. “I’m not sure where I am. Those men… they came back. The door opened, and they came running down. I heard them talking about Leon. Did you find my baby?”

      “Yes,” I quickly assured her as I motioned for Nina and Holm to follow me. The three of us ran over to where the police were gathered. Officer Chantelle, the one in charge, was doling out orders once again. “We found Leon. He’s safe, he’s with his father.”

      I reached out to pat Chantelle on the shoulder. She turned to look at us and was about to speak until she looked down and noticed the phone.

      “You found him?” Lizbeth gasped, a sob bubbling from her throat. “Oh, thank goodness. He’s safe. He’s okay now. I can finally… rest.”

      “No, not yet,” I argued before leaning toward Chantelle. “We need to dispatch a search party now. She’s nearby. She got out of the cellar, but she isn’t sure where she is. She can’t be far, though.”

      “I’m on it,” Chantelle assured me before turning back to the officers.

      “Are you still with me, Lizbeth?” I called into the phone. “You can’t rest yet, alright? Not until we find you.”

      “I don’t… care about that anymore,” she murmured weakly, pausing to breathe between words. “I just needed to make sure that Leon was okay. He is… so I want to sleep now.”

      “No!” Nina insisted, yelling more harshly than I suspected she intended to. “No, listen to me, Lizbeth. Your baby needs you. He’s safe now, but what about tomorrow? And the next day after that? He needs his mom, okay? So don’t give up yet.”

      “I can’t move, though,” Lizbeth argued. “I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      “I know,” I assured her, frustration mounting inside me as I turned in a full circle, trying to guess where she could have gone. “I know you’re tired, but you need to help us find you, okay? We’re right here, Lizbeth. We’re close. We just need some kind of signal to tell us which direction to look.”

      “Can you tell us how you got out?” Holm prompted. “What happened after those men came back?”

      I nodded at him approvingly. Though the experience probably hadn’t been pleasant, this was a good way to keep her awake and talking to us.

      “One of them,” she breathed harshly, “he wanted to kill me. He had a gun. He argued with the other one. The other one… said they should wait until they got more orders. They were distracted, thought I was asleep, I think. I jumped up when they weren’t expecting it. I bit his hand and took his gun. Then I… I–” Another sob broke loose. “I didn’t want to. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life! But… I needed to find Leon!”

      “Lizbeth, you didn’t do anything wrong,” I assured her as she sniffled sadly. “You were acting in self defense, against the men who kidnapped you and your son. Whatever you did, you did it to survive.”

      “I shot them,” she cried. “I’ve never even held a gun before. It was heavier than I thought it would be. I just pulled on the trigger, over and over, and they both fell down.

      “It must have happened when we were all shooting at the house,” Holm whispered. “Nobody noticed the gunshots because they mixed in with all the other firing.”

      “Then you ran?” I asked Lizbeth, nodding to Holm in agreement.

      “It hurt so bad,” Lizbeth explained. “I can barely remember it. I just ran and ran, and then I tripped, and fell. I tried to get up again, but my legs wouldn’t listen. It felt like I was drunk. I still feel that way. My body feels numb.”

      That really wasn’t good.

      “Wait, Lizbeth,” Nina suddenly cut in. “Do you still have the gun?”

      “Yes,” Lizbeth replied softly. “I have it in my hand.” I turned to look at Nina, and I could tell she was thinking the same thing I was.

      “Lizbeth, fire it in the air,” I urged her. “Raise it up, point it straight up, and fire it. We’ll follow the sound to where you are.”

      “I’ll try,” Lizbeth murmured. I could hear her straining as she tried to follow our instructions. I waited with bated breath for the sound of a gunshot, but several seconds later, none came.

      “I can’t,” Lizbeth cried. “I’m trying, I swear. I can’t squeeze my fingers, though. It feels so heavy.”

      “Keep trying, Lizbeth,” Nina urged. “We’re close. If you can just do this, then–”

      “Wait,” Lizbeth suddenly gasped, fear clear in her voice even over the phone. “I think someone’s here. I hear footsteps. Is that you?”

      Holm, Nina, and I all turned to exchange horrified looks. When I glanced back at the officers, I saw that they had only just started to disperse.

      “Lizbeth, that’s not us,” I warned her, my heart racing.

      “Oh no,” Lizbeth whispered. “Someone’s coming. I can’t move!”

      “Lizbeth, just scream!” Nina urged, gripping the side of her scalp. “Just scream as loud as you can, we’ll come and find you!”

      Lizbeth did scream, but not to us.

      “No!” she suddenly shouted. “No! You stay away from me! I said stay away from me!” Her voice grew several times stronger as she yelled at whoever was there with her. Then her cries were punctuated by the sound of a gunshot.

      “This way!” Nina shouted as she pointed off toward the woods. I’d heard the sound as well, not over the phone, but from the forest behind the neighborhood.

      Holm, Nina and I took off running. A second later we were joined by a uniformed officer, and then another, until the entire search party was running in the same direction. We’d all heard that gunshot.

      “Lizbeth!” Nina yelled as we trampled over twigs and leaves and clumps of dirt and rock.

      “Lizbeth!” I called out as well, desperately scanning left and right as I searched for any sign of her. “Lizbeth, can you hear us!?” The adrenaline coursing through my veins had dulled the ache behind my eyes to a faint throb, which I ignored as the three of us continued to run.

      We’d gone maybe a hundred yards when I slipped on a patch of muddy earth. I stumbled to the side and nearly fell directly down a steep incline. I might have gone over if Nina hadn’t reached out to grab my sleeve.

      “Thanks,” I muttered appreciatively as I got back to my feet. As I reached down to dust myself off, I spotted something directly below me, at the bottom of the drop off. It was a patch of pink and white, unnatural and in stark contrast to the greens and browns of the forest. It took me a moment to work out that it was a dress.

      A dress being worn by Lizbeth Mason.

      “She’s here!” I yelled as I crouched to slide down the incline. Lizbeth must have fallen in the exact same way I had. The trees were tall enough here that it was easy to miss the sudden drop off if you weren’t looking down at your feet, and the muddy earth made it easy to slip.

      I stumbled as I made my way down, catching my ankle at one point and twisting it slightly, but I ignored the sharp sting of pain as I continued down.

      Lizbeth was at the very bottom, leaned up against the wall of the incline, her head slumped and her eyes closed. Lying a few feet in front of her, face down in the mud, was the body of a man, who I assumed had been felled by the gun sitting loosely in Lizbeth’s limp hand.

      “Hey,” I called out as I gently touched her shoulder. Lizbeth was covered in cuts and bruises. She had a large laceration on her face, and one of her cheeks was badly swollen. Her lip was split, she had a black eye, and her dress was covered in blood. She looked dead, and the last thing I wanted to do was jostle her. “Lizbeth. Lizbeth?”

      I moved my hand from her shoulder to her neck to check for a pulse, my heart sinking as I worried about what I might find, or rather not, find there. The second my fingers brushed against her skin, her eyes shot open.

      “No!” she screamed. She lifted the hand holding the pistol, and a second later, I was literally staring into the barrel of her gun, mere inches away from my face.

      “Don’t shoot,” I exclaimed as I threw my hands up. “I’m Agent Ethan Marston. We spoke on the phone. Just now.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed as I waited, hopeful that she wasn’t too terrified or too delirious to listen to what I was saying. Given what she’d been through, it wasn’t surprising that she’d reacted like that. In hindsight, not grabbing the gun right away had been a rookie mistake. I’d just been so desperate to make sure she was alive that I’d gone right to checking for a pulse.

      “Agent?” Lizbeth murmured, her voice frail as she blinked at me. “You… you came to find me.”

      “I told you I would.” I smiled at her, hands still in the air. “Uh, please put the gun down.”

      “Oh!” Lizbeth cried out in surprise, as though she’d forgotten she was even holding the gun. It slipped between her fingers, and this time I quickly snatched it up, tossing it backward and out of reach. “I’m so sorry. I am so, so sorry. You came to help me, and I almost shot you!”

      “It’s okay,” I assured her, relaxing now that I didn’t have a gun in my face. “You didn’t, right? So it’s all good.”

      “I’m sorry,” she cried again, tears rolling down her face as she suddenly collapsed toward me. She threw her arms around my shoulders as she sobbed into my chest, her entire body trembling.

      “You’re okay,” I assured her calmly. “Everything’s okay.” She’d been through hell already, and she deserved to rest. I heard footsteps approaching, and I could tell by how light and careful they were that it was Nina. I couldn’t turn to look at her while Lizbeth had me in a chokehold, but my suspicions were confirmed a moment later when she knelt beside us.

      “The paramedics are on their way here now,” she informed Lizbeth kindly. “We’re going to get you out of here, okay?”

      “And Leon?” Lizbeth asked, her eyes wide and watery. “You said he was okay. That wasn’t a lie, was it?”

      “No,” Nina shook her head quickly. “He’s perfectly fine, promise. Your husband came and got him a little while ago. They’re both safe.”

      “Good,” Lizbeth replied, her shoulders sagging. “My baby’s okay.”

      “Yeah,” I assured her. “And we’re going to get you to him.”
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      At the hospital, Nina finally felt like she could take a breather.

      The case wasn’t over yet, of course. On the contrary, with the newly discovered knowledge that somebody had taken a hit out on Lizbeth and her baby, their work had only just begun. Nevertheless, the past few days had been a whirlwind of high stakes and tension. Missing persons cases were some of the most anxiety-inducing, because, statistically, there was only a tiny window of time in which to find the victim. After that, it was much more likely they’d be found dead, if they were ever found at all.

      Lizbeth and Leon were both safe. Lizbeth was in pretty rough shape, but she was alive, at least, which was a miracle in and of itself. The doctors hadn’t been able to hide their astonishment when they came to speak to Nina and the two MBLIS agents about Lizbeth’s condition. The bullet that had struck her had gone clear through her back and torso. It was surprising enough that the gunshot itself hadn’t killed her, let alone all the trauma that followed.

      Nina leaned back against the cold, plastic chair she sat in and wondered in awe at the implausibility of it all. Everyone had heard those old wives’ tales of desperate mothers lifting cars off of their kids, but it was another thing to see it for herself. Lizbeth Mason should be dead, and yet she’d fought to stay alive, all for the sake of her child.

      Nina couldn’t wrap her head around it.

      “Hey,” she heard Ethan’s voice call out, and it dragged her back to the present. Rubber shoes squeaked against the floor as nurses walked past, and a low chorus of beeps and whirs filled the air as the sounds of various medical machines all conglomerated together. She blinked and looked up at Ethan, looming over her with a bottle of water in one hand.

      “Here,” he prompted as he held the bottle out to her. “Holm found a vending machine. I wasn’t sure what you’d want. Actually, now that the victims are both safe, I thought we could all go and grab something to eat.”

      “Yeah.” Robbie joined in from where he sat a few chairs away. “We can talk about what we’re going to do next over dinner.”

      “I am pretty hungry, actually,” Nina admitted. She’d been running at full steam since the case had been handed to her. She’d barely slept and had been subsisting off of snacks and coffee for the better part of two days. Now that they’d found Lizbeth and the worst of the scramble was over, it hit her just how famished she was.

      “There isn’t really anything else for us to do for the moment, anyway,” Ethan pointed out as he sat down beside her, a bottle of soda in his hand. “Lizbeth is out cold, no surprise there. We can’t question her until she wakes up, and we obviously can’t ask Leon what happened.”

      “Where is Mason?” Robbie asked, leaning forward in his seat as he looked over at Nina. “Have you heard from him? I would have thought he’d be here by now, but I haven’t seen him anywhere since we got to the hospital.”

      “Ah, he asked me to keep him updated,” Nina murmured as she recalled the strange conversation she’d had with Lizbeth’s husband a little while earlier.

      “What?” Ethan raised an eyebrow at her inquisitively. “He’s not coming to see her!?”

      “I’m not sure,” Nina admitted. “I called him as soon as we arrived, and he told me that the police had already sent word about it. Then he said that he didn’t want to leave Leon alone with anyone after what happened, which I guess is understandable.”

      “He did just get him back,” Ethan murmured in agreement. “Still, this is his wife. Isn’t he worried about her, too?”

      “Guess he’s more worried about his kid,” Robbie noted with a slow shake of his head. “I don’t envy his position. I mean, what would you two do in that situation?” He looked back and forth between Ethan and Nina. “You know somebody is trying to kill your spouse and son. You finally got your son back home, safe and sound. Do you risk leaving him with someone? How can you even know who to trust? Or do you bring him out with you and expose him to whoever it is that wants him dead? Or do you abandon your spouse, wish them the best, and stay home and hide with your kid?” He shook his head again. “Like I said, I don’t envy him.”

      “I guess those are all good points,” Ethan conceded. “Still, Lizbeth suffered too. And she almost died protecting Leon. He’s really not going to come and see her?” His eyebrows creased together, the skin between them crinkling. “Guess I can’t say what I would do, though.”

      Nina wasn’t sure she could, either. She wasn’t married, and she didn’t have kids. Her job took up all of her time, so things had never grown more serious than fleeting romances and quick flings. She tried to imagine having a family, and then having to choose one of them over the other.

      The thought left her feeling shaken.

      “The better question,” she sullenly changed the subject, “is who exactly wants them dead in the first place? Mason wouldn’t have to choose between visiting his wife and keeping his child safe if it wasn’t for whoever took this hit out.”

      “Right,” Robbie agreed. “And I think that’s an excellent topic we can discuss over dinner.”

      “You’ve got a one-track mind, Holm,” Ethan laughed in response.

      “Hey, we got straight to work the second we got here!” Robbie protested. “I haven’t had anything since breakfast and the sun’s already gone down.”

      “I could use a bite to eat myself, honestly,” Nina said in Robbie’s defense, earning herself a wide grin.

      “See?” Robbie huffed triumphantly. “Nina’s hungry, too!”

      “Oh, let me just go and speak to Officer Chantelle,” Nina requested as she got up. “Well, Sergeant Chantelle, I should say. Everything happened so fast, we didn’t have time for introductions until after it was all over. Anyway, one of the perps survived the fight. We need to arrange a time to interrogate him. On top of that, I want to look into the bank records of all the men who were part of the attack.”

      “Their bank records?” Ethan questioned. “Why that, specifically?”

      “According to Lizbeth, they mentioned someone hiring them multiple times,” Nina explained. “If we’re lucky, there might be a trail of payments they might have received in exchange for the hit.”

      “Good thinking,” Ethan commended, and Nina smiled smugly.

      “Thanks, I thought so too,” she replied. “Hopefully we’ll be able to find some IDs on their persons. If not, we’ll have to use prints to try to figure out who they are. Either way, it’s going to take a while for us to dig through their financial records. We might as well take a break and get something to eat if we’re going to be waiting, anyway.”

      “Exactly,” Robbie agreed without hesitation. Nina laughed under her breath before turning to leave the small waiting room and find Sergeant Chantelle.

      It didn’t take very long. She had a strong, imposing presence. Nina had witnessed it first hand while they were all out looking for Lizbeth and Leon. She’d commanded the other officers skillfully, and even now, just standing outside of Lizbeth’s hospital room, arms crossed and mouth set into a stern line, she looked intimidating.

      “Oh, Nina!” she greeted the FBI agent as she approached, her warm smile belying her impressive demeanor. “How are you feeling? Sting gone, yet?”

      “Yeah, mostly,” Nina replied. She and Chantelle had only gotten the edges of the gas explosion. It had been enough to irritate their eyes and throats, but the worst of it had faded. “I just came to remind you about looking into the group’s banking records.”

      “Ah, right,” Chantelle replied, flashing Nina an apologetic smile. “You mentioned something about that back at the house, right? Before we all came here. It completely slipped my mind, and I’ve been wanting to keep an eye on Lizbeth here personally.” She paused and glanced at the door behind her before looking back at Nina, a grim expression on her face. “This poor woman’s been through enough, and the person responsible is still out there. With how badly they want her dead, I wouldn’t put it past them to try to kill her here.”

      “You’re not wrong about that,” Nina replied.

      “But I’ll make a few calls now!” Chantelle continued. “I’ll tell them to prioritize any perps that had ID on them, and then work through getting prints and background checks done. It might take a day or two, considering how late it is already, but I’ll tell them to put a rush on it. At least our vics are safe, for the time being.”

      “That’s what ultimately matters,” Nina agreed with a nod. “Of course, we can’t rest just yet. Like you said, whoever took out the hit is still at large. They won’t really be safe until we catch him.”

      “I’ll make sure to emphasize the rush,” Chantelle promised. Nina thanked her before leaving to find Ethan and Robbie.

      They were still back in the small waiting room where she’d left them, only now they were sitting next to each other and playing a game of rock, paper, scissors.

      “Ha!” Ethan gloated as he won.

      “Aww,” Robbie whined, his face falling as he slumped back in his seat.

      “What’s going on?” Nina asked, a smile coming to her face unbidden as she looked at the two agents.

      “We were just having a little argument over where we should eat,” Ethan explained as he got to his feet. “I suggested this rib place that isn’t too far from here. I figured Holm would be up for it, considering it’s close by and he keeps whining about how hungry he is.”

      “I wasn’t whining!” Robbie pouted, glaring at Ethan as he got up as well. “And it’s not like Mike’s place is that much further from here.”

      “Mike’s?” Nina asked curiously.

      “It’s a bar,” Ethan replied flatly, tossing Robbie an unimpressed look. “A solidly okay bar when it comes to grabbing drinks after work, but not exactly somewhere I’d want to eat.”

      “I’m telling Mike you said that,” Robbie shot back threateningly.

      “Tell him,” Ethan called his bluff. “Maybe that’ll finally convince him to get some decent options instead of those plastic reheated wings he has on the menu right now.”

      “They’re not that bad!” Robbie argued.

      “Sure,” Ethan snorted. “When you’re completely drunk. We can’t exactly get plastered while we’re still technically on the job, though.”

      “Do you two always work this well together?” Nina joked as she watched the two of them bicker.

      “Always,” Robbie replied without missing a beat. “Anyway, Marston is right about one thing. I am hungry, and if we’re going to this rib place, let’s get to it.”

      “Did you finish up with the Sergeant?” Ethan asked her.

      “Yeah,” Nina replied, feeling herself blush suddenly. She’d barely had time to say hi to Ethan when he arrived. Parson had come sprinting up to them literally moments after Ethan and Robbie had made it to the FBI office. Now that things were settling down, and she wasn’t as distracted, she was finally able to get a good look at him.

      He looked good.

      Though it hadn’t been that long since they’d last worked together, Ethan somehow looked older, though not in a bad way. Rather than looking more worn out, he looked more… seasoned? There was a steely look in his eyes, and a confidence about him that Nina couldn’t remember being there before. Sure, Ethan had always been self-assured, maybe even a bit arrogant, but the boyish charm she recalled him having had given way somewhat to a much more rugged aura.

      Or maybe that was just her imagination.

      His hair was a bit longer and scruffier. He seemed to be sporting a few new scars as well, faint marks across his cheek and over the length of his arms. Maybe that was what it was? Nina could tell just by looking at him that he’d been through a lot in the time they’d been apart, and it seemed that he’d come out of the other side of it that much more confident.

      “Oh, good,” Ethan replied. “With any luck, they’ll find something soon. Once we figured out who paid these guys to go after Lizbeth and Leon, we’ll be one step closer to solving this.”

      The three of them left then, Robbie still coming up with reasons why Mike’s bar was a perfectly reasonable dinner option as they left the hospital. Nina didn’t really mind either way. She was hungry enough that practically anything would do, and besides, what she really wanted was a chance to sit and catch up with Ethan.

      Or at least, that was what she thought as they all drove off. Everything changed once they actually made it to the restaurant that Ethan had suggested. The place wasn’t anything fancy, and if Ethan hadn’t suggested it, Nina probably wouldn’t have even noticed the nondescript little eatery. There weren’t any big signs or anything announcing the restaurant’s presence, and the inside was cramped and dimly lit. The air smelt heavenly though, and by the time they were all seated and ready to eat, Nina’s mouth was watering.

      In the end, the three of them spent most of the meal just silently eating. She’d come out here intending to discuss the case and chat with the two of them about what they’d been up to in the time since they’d last met, but the ribs were so good that they took up all her attention. They were unbelievably tender and seasoned to perfection. Nina was surprised that such a tiny little restaurant tucked virtually out of sight was capable of making such good food.

      “I wonder why they don’t expand,” she mused aloud as she dabbed her face with a napkin. “Or move to a bigger location.” She took a look around the small place. There were only a few tables, and one of the lamps wasn’t working.

      “The owner isn’t interested, I assume,” Ethan replied as he sat back in his seat. “This place is used as a meeting spot for… certain kinds of people engaging in certain kinds of activity.”

      Nina went still at that, then frowned as she looked up at him.

      “What?” she muttered, her eyebrows knitting together. “What does that mean? What kind of activities?”

      “A little of everything,” Robbie supplied helpfully between bites of food. “Dollar Store was the one who told you about this place, right?”

      “Dollar Store?” Nina blinked at the two of them in utter confusion. “What?”

      “It’s a nickname,” Ethan explained. “For an informant of ours. Well… former informant, maybe.” His face fell as he glanced down at his mostly empty plate. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen him.”

      “Yeah,” Robbie murmured, setting the gnawed remains of a rib bone down on his own plate. “Now that you mention it, he kind of fell off the map, didn’t he?”

      “The last time we tried to speak to him was for a drug case a while back,” Ethan explained. “It was Birn and Munoz’s case, actually, so I don’t know all the details. It wasn’t anything major, and they eventually solved it without any help from Dollar Store, but it was a little strange that we were never able to track him down.”

      “You think something happened to him?” Nina asked, interest piqued by the story.

      “Oh, something definitely happened,” Robbie sighed. “Hopefully, it was something good. Hopefully, he got tired of running around with the wrong crowds and decided to move somewhere far from here and start a decent, honest life.”

      “Why do you sound like you don’t believe that at all?” Nina asked skeptically.

      “Well, Dollar Store was a criminal,” Ethan replied with a shrug. “And an informant, which is probably one of the worst things you can be in the eyes of other criminals.”

      “Snitches get stitches, as they say,” Robbie added darkly. “Like I said, hopefully he’s off living some quiet life far from here.”

      “And not lying in a ditch somewhere,” Ethan grumbled bitterly. “Dollar Store wasn’t my favorite person, but he helped us out. I hope that didn’t come back to bite him.”

      The atmosphere had taken a decidedly negative turn. Nina pursed her lips, wondering how she might change the subject. They were talking about their informant, so maybe this would be a good time to segue into asking them about what else had happened lately.

      “So, what else has MBLIS been up to since the last time we worked a case together?” she asked as she reached for her phone. Chantelle had said that it would probably take a few days before they got anything substantial from the search, but Nina still wanted to check.

      She was so surprised by what she saw on the phone screen that she completely missed what Ethan said in response to her question. She had, in total, about a dozen missed calls and texts from Parson. She’d forgotten that she had turned her phone’s sound off when they went into the house, so she hadn’t heard any of the calls or messages come, though.

      “What the heck?” Her heart dropped. Whatever it was he needed must have been urgent.

      “What is it?” Ethan asked her and Nina quickly went to call him back.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “Parson’s been trying to reach me.”

      Before she could press the call button, her phone rang in her hand. She jumped a little in surprise, then frowned when she saw that it was an unknown number.

      “Hello?” she answered as she held the phone up to her ear, hopeful that it was nothing important and she’d be able to get back to Parson.

      “Is this Agent Gosse?” an unfamiliar voice asked tensely. Nina could hear noise in the background, beeps and whirs and shouting.

      “Yes,” Nina replied. “Who is this?”

      “Officer Regant,” the voice replied. “I worked with you today under Sergeant Chantelle. You’re going to want to come back to the hospital. Lizbeth Mason was just attacked.”
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      “They attacked Lizbeth at the hospital,” Nina announced as she jumped to her feet. That was all she needed to say for Holm and me to get up as well. I pulled some bills from my wallet and left them on the table before racing out along with Holm and Nina.

      We’d suspected, of course, that this might happen. Somebody wanted Lizbeth dead, and she wouldn’t be safe until we figured out who. We hadn’t expected it to happen quite so soon, though.

      The three of us hopped back into our cars and raced for the hospital. It surprised me that they would try to attack her again when she was being so heavily guarded. The fact that they had didn’t bode well and actually made me more nervous about who we were dealing with. Whoever had taken that hit out really, really wanted her dead and was clearly willing to throw caution to the wind in their desperation to see the task done.

      We pulled up to the hospital a few minutes later, virtually clueless about what was going on inside. Nina hadn’t provided much in the way of information. The second she’d been given the news on the phone, she’d relayed it to us, and then the three of us had all taken off in a flash. I had no idea how many assailants were inside or what the situation was, but I was ready to fight.

      All the adrenaline I felt rushing through me came crashing to a halt as the three of us sprinted into the lobby, though. I’d expected some sign that things were going wrong, police officers rushing toward the stairs, or people taking cover… something.

      The lobby was just as quiet as it had been when we’d left, though. A single woman sat behind the front desk, and the only other people there were an elderly man in a hospital gown and someone I assumed was his daughter, helping him as he walked.

      “Um… we got a call about an emergency,” I explained as I walked up to the receptionist.

      “Oh, on the third floor?” she asked, shooting a surreptitious, sidelong glance toward the other two people in the lobby. “Yes, it’s been mostly handled. If I could just see some ID, you can go right on up.” She smiled politely at us, and I could tell she was remaining calm for the sake of not alarming the other two.

      “Right,” I replied as I pulled my badge out of my pocket.

      “You said it’s been handled?” Nina asked as she and Holm did the same. “So there’s no–” She glanced at the elderly man before lowering her voice. “There’s no active threat?”

      “Not at this time,” the receptionist replied serenely. “Alright, perfect. Go right on up, and I’m sure the security personnel there will help you out.” She offered us another practiced customer service smile as she sent us on our way.

      Nina, Holm, and I walked over to the elevators. I felt like I’d just gotten whiplash. My body still felt a jittery urgency, but now that we knew everything was okay, it seemed silly to run.

      “Well,” Holm murmured as the three of us stepped onto the elevator, “that’s a little anticlimactic.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I snorted as I pushed the button for the third floor before leaning against the back wall of the elevator.

      “This… may have been my fault,” Nina admitted, biting her lip sheepishly. “Now that I think about it, the officer I spoke to only said that we should probably come back, not that we needed to run. I heard that Lizbeth had been attacked, though, and I guess I assumed the worst.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” I reassured her as the elevator jolted and came to a stop. “The second you told us what happened, I was ready to come and fight, too.

      The elevator door opened, and finally, I was met with the scene I’d expected downstairs. Nurses and other hotel staff walked rapidly here and there, checking on patients and advising everyone to stay in their rooms. A large swarm of police officers had gathered in the hallway near Lizbeth’s room. Holm, Nina and I ran over to them. As we did, I realized they were all crowding around something, or rather someone.

      “Get offa me!” the kid on the ground growled as he struggled against the officer pinning him down. He was a skinny thing and couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, if that. I was actually surprised that he, of all people, had been sent to carry out a hit.

      “Ah, you’re here,” Chantelle called out as she stepped away from the crowd. One of her eyes was swollen, and her nose, mouth, and shirt were caked with dried blood.

      “What happened?” Nina asked as she stepped forward. “Who is this?”

      “This little twerp,” Chantelle replied as she turned to glare down at the kid, “came walking straight up to me, doesn’t say a single word, and punches me square in the face.” She cackled humorlessly. “The gall. Then he runs into Lizbeth’s room to try to do something to her. Of course, I grabbed him before he could take more than a few steps.”

      “He’s slippery, though,” one of the other officers huffed, sweat beading along his forehead. “Kid could be an Olympic runner if he wasn’t screwing around with this stuff.”

      “Even after we cuffed him, he managed to slip away for a second,” the officer holding him down added. “We got him, though, obviously.”

      “Let go of me!” the kid growled as he shoved backward against the cop. He twisted around, pulling his arm out of the officer’s grip for just a moment before he and two others pushed him back down again.

      “See what we mean?” the officer holding him down grunted.

      “When did he get the cuffs off!?” another one asked. I looked down and realized that the kid’s arms were, in fact, free. A set of cuffs was on the floor beside him.

      “Dammit, get me another pair,” the officer holding him grumbled.

      “Kid’s a regular Houdini,” Chantelle remarked.

      “Maybe that’s why they sent him to do it,” I muttered as I took a step closer. He looked young and inexperienced, which weren’t the traits of a good hitman, but the kid obviously had talent when it came to dexterity and being slick. “Then again, if his skills are in stealth, why did he run up and punch you in the face?” I knelt down beside the kid, who was breathing heavily, teeth bared as he glared at everyone who looked in his direction.

      “Screw off,” he spat as he spotted me.

      “Charming,” Nina muttered dully behind me.

      “I can show you something charming,” the kid blurted out awkwardly. I could tell that the comment was meant to be lewd, but it was so weirdly phrased that it just came off clumsy.

      “Settle down,” I deadpanned. “You’re in no position to be tossing around crude remarks like that.”

      “Leave me alone!” the kid grunted, grimacing as he tried to shift into a more comfortable position. He had three cops holding him down, so he could barely move an inch. If I hadn’t seen him slip out of his handcuffs and pull himself free just seconds earlier, I might have thought it was overkill.

      “That doesn’t look very comfortable,” I noted offhandedly. “Maybe you’d like to get up? Maybe have a seat? We can go and find somewhere to talk if you’d like to get up off the ground. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds like you think I’m some stupid chump!” the kid snarled, spittle flying from his mouth as he twisted to look at me.

      “Let’s just question him right there on the floor if he’s gonna be that way,” Holm suggested as he stepped forward. He didn’t bother to kneel down to the kid’s level. On the contrary, Holm looked down his nose at him as he stared the kid down from above. “Why’d you try to kill Lizbeth Mason?”

      “She owed me money,” the kid jeered, and for just a second, I thought he was being sincere. Then I noticed the smirk on his face and the glint in his eye, and I realized he was being smart.

      “Who sent you?” I asked. “We know somebody took a hit out on her. Who was it?”

      “How should I know?” the kid scoffed. “I don’t know anything about a hit.”

      “So, why did you attack her?” Nina asked.

      “I told you,” the kid snickered. “Cow owed me money.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” I sighed, my patience wearing thin. The middle of the hospital hallway was not the most ideal place to have this conversation, especially not crouched on the floor with my calves burning like this. “She owed you money. So you decided to kill her? How were you going to get paid then?”

      “I… uh--” the kid stammered, his smug smile faltering. “That rich husband of hers, obviously.”

      “And the baby?” Nina asked dryly. “Did the baby owe you money, too? Your buddies tried pretty hard to kill him.”

      “Baby?” the kid asked, looking genuinely confused now. “What–? Oh, yeah, the kid.”

      “Wait.” I stopped him, confused by his reaction. “You… weren’t sent to kill Leon Mason? Just Lizbeth?” I turned to look at Nina and Holm. This was an odd development. The guys who Lizbeth had told us about had clearly wanted Leon dead, too. I’d even seen firsthand how they’d stormed the old neighborhood woman’s house looking for him. Suddenly they were only interested in killing Lizbeth?

      What exactly had changed?

      “I, well, yeah, I’m here to kill both of them,” the kid insisted, his voice wavering slightly.

      “You’re here to kill Lizbeth and Leon?” I clarified.

      “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” the kid grunted angrily.

      “Just a second ago you didn’t seem to know who we were even talking about,” Nina pointed out. “Now that I think about it, you haven’t mentioned Leon once this entire time we’ve been talking. You were only hired to kill Lizbeth.”

      “What the hell do you know!?” the kid snarled, his face growing red from exertion as he struggled to yell at us while pinned to the floor. “I’m going to kill that lady and her kid!”

      “You are?” I murmured. “And how will you do that when Leon Mason isn’t even here?”

      “Uh–” the kid stammered, his face draining of color. “That… doesn’t matter! I’ll find the brat and send him to hell along with his mom!”

      “He’s messing with us,” Holm grumbled, rolling his eyes as he turned away.

      “Changing your story every other sentence,” Nina hummed. “Is anything you’ve said true?”

      “Man, go screw yourselves!” the kid yelled, wriggling against the officers holding him still. “I’m going to kill them! Just watch. I’ll slit that dumb lady’s throat and then make her watch while I kill the kid. I mean, I’ll make him watch. I mean–”

      “Yeah, I think we better give him some time to think about how long he wants to keep playing these games,” I muttered as I got to my feet and straightened up. “Maybe a night behind bars will help him remember a bit better.”

      “Fine by me,” the main officer holding him down replied as he looked up and motioned for some of the other cops to help him. Between several of them, they hauled the kid off the floor. He flailed and kicked as they lifted him up off the ground, bucking like a wild bull as they all struggled to keep a hold of him.

      Eventually, they gave up trying to get him to walk and literally lifted him up off the ground.

      “Put me down!” the kid screamed as the cops started to carry him off. “I’ll kill all of you! I’ll blow your brains out just like I’m gonna do to that woman! Let go!”

      He kept up the theatrics the entire way out, screaming and making a scene as the cops literally carried him away toward a service elevator. As soon as they started carting him off, patients and visitors began to poke their heads out of their rooms curiously.

      “Well, that was something,” Nina murmured as she reached a hand up to rub at the sides of her temples. “Are you sure it was a good idea to just let him leave? Maybe we should have kept questioning him.”

      “I don’t think we were going to get anything useful out of him.” I shook my head. “He was toying with us. Just answering with whatever he thought would upset us the most.”

      “Little punk,” Chantelle scoffed before motioning for us to follow her.

      The four of us walked over to the small waiting room that we’d sat in just a little while earlier. We didn’t bother getting seated this time around, though. Sergeant Chantelle just glanced out the entrance to make sure no curious patients were eavesdropping before turning back to us.

      “I figured we gave everyone enough of a show already,” she muttered. “I’m sure that mockery of an interrogation will be all over YouTube or whatever app it is people use now within the hour.”

      “No doubt,” Nina murmured. “There were a bunch of videos of the kidnapping all over social media, too.” She shook her head. “It’s crazy how fast stuff travels these days. I mean, it’s good, in some ways. People can stay informed easier, and it sure helps us from time to time. Much easier to gather evidence when everyone’s got a recording of the events on their phone.”

      “It makes staying under the radar practically impossible, though,” Ethan countered. “Assuming anyone did record that, then the second it goes online and starts getting shared, whoever hired the kid will know that he screwed up the hit.”

      “I think whoever wants Lizbeth dead must be getting desperate,” Nina mused as she lifted a hand and tapped a finger against her lips in thought. “They have to be if they hired some careless kid like him. I mean seriously? He just rushes up and punches a cop in the face?”

      “That struck me as weird, too,” I admitted. “Especially since the kid definitely isn’t helpless. He got those handcuffs off without anyone even noticing.”

      “And he needed three adult men to hold him down,” Holm added. “You’re right, it is weird that a kid whose specialty is being sneaky would do the exact opposite and sock someone in the nose.”

      “Maybe because he’s not a killer?” Nina suggested. “Like I said, the buyer must be getting desperate if he’s hiring some kid to come and murder her.”

      “Why, though?” I asked. “Why are they so desperate for her to die? And what about Leon? Suddenly they don’t care about killing him?”

      “Maybe we should go ahead and meet the kid down at the station,” Nina replied. “I know you said we should give him time to stew, but I feel like we’ve got too many questions that need answering to just wait.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “That might not be a bad idea.”

      “Sergeant?” somebody called out before I could say anything further on the matter. We all turned toward the entrance to the waiting room as a harried looking young officer came speedwalking into view. He came to a harsh stop as he spotted us standing inside. “There you are! Lizbeth Mason is awake!”

      “She is?” I asked, all other thoughts fleeing my mind.

      “And she’s stable enough to talk with us?” Nina asked.

      “Uh, I don’t know, actually,” the officer replied sheepishly. “I’m just passing on the message, to be honest.”

      “Well, we can go and find out for ourselves,” Sergeant Chantelle suggested as she gestured for us to follow her. She sped out of the waiting room and back toward Lizbeth’s room, all of us hot on her heels.

      The police officers who remained had all migrated away from where the suspect had been and over to Lizbeth’s door. They parted like the Red Sea as we approached, making way for us to head inside. An entire team of doctors and nurses had crowded into the room, all tending to Lizbeth. The patient in question was lying on her back, propped up with a mountain of pillows and smiling gently at the collection of doctors.

      As the four of us stepped inside, one of the doctors turned to the others.

      “Alright, that’ll be all,” he declared. “Everyone out, go back to your rounds.”

      “Aw,” one of the other doctors grumbled as he and the others all slumped away.

      “Students,” the doctor who’d dismissed them explained. Now that I looked at him, he did seem a bit older than the rest. “I thought this would be a good learning opportunity, and Mrs. Mason here was gracious enough to oblige.”

      “Of course,” Lizbeth whispered, her voice raspy. “They’re going to be doctors one day. People will depend on them, so they should learn… as much as they can.” She had to take breaths between words, and her voice was so soft I could barely hear her. Despite all that, though, she seemed to be in fairly good spirits.

      “That’s very kind of you,” I commended as I stepped closer to her bedside.

      “I’ll give you some space,” the doctor murmured before quietly stepping out.

      “How are you feeling?” Nina asked Lizbeth after the doctor had left.

      “Terrible,” Lizbeth replied. She made a small, huffing noise that might have been a laugh. “Oh, but how’s Leon? Is he here?” She turned her head infinitesimally to either side, her eyes darting around the room, as though her baby might suddenly materialize.

      “He’s with his father,” Nina assured her.

      “Is Fred coming?” Lizbeth whispered. “I want to see Leon.”

      “I’ll look into it,” Nina replied vaguely, probably not wanting to tell Lizbeth outright that her husband had no intention of bringing their son to the hospital.

      “Well, as long as he’s okay,” Lizbeth muttered, her eyes slipping closed.

      “Lizbeth?” I called out, wondering if she’d fallen back asleep. Her eyes fluttered back open just as a nurse in blue scrubs stepped into the room.

      “Hey, just need to get a few readings now that she’s awake,” the nurse explained as he pushed a little metal cart over to her bedside. He poked around on the machines for a moment, muttering to himself as he did.

      “Hmm… a little low,” he hummed before turning to Lizbeth. “Are you in pain? Would you like me to up your dose?”

      “Mmm, a little,” Lizbeth replied. “My head hurts. And my back.”

      “Well, let’s see if we can’t take the edge off,” the nurse replied, offering her a warm smile as he grabbed a glass vial and a needle off the cart before turning to fiddle with the wires Lizbeth was attached to.

      I crossed my arms and waited for the nurse to finish up. I wanted to keep questioning Lizbeth, but I didn’t want to blab about her trauma to this random nurse.

      “Alright, we’re all set,” the nurse informed us, smiling apologetically as he quickly gathered everything back onto the cart. “Sorry for interrupting.” He quickly turned and walked away, back out of the room.

      “So,” Lizbeth spoke up once the nurse had left, “did you catch those men? The ones who attacked me and Leon?”

      “Some of them,” I replied honestly. “We’re still investigating though. Lizbeth, do you remember when we talked on the phone earlier? You said something about those men mentioning that they’d been hired by someone.”

      “Yeah,” Lizbeth huffed, her breathing becoming more shallow. “I remember.”

      “It’s alright,” Nina stepped forward to calm her. “Don’t stress yourself out thinking about it. You’re okay now.”

      “Y-yeah,” Lizbeth stuttered, her breaths becoming raspier. “Something’s wrong. I… I can’t breathe.”

      “What?” I asked with alarm as Lizbeth started to cough.

      “Hey!” Holm turned and yelled out the door for a doctor. Lizbeth’s cough got worse as he did, and a second later, a splatter of blood flew from her throat and sprayed over the blanket she was covered with.

      I swore as I rushed over to her, unsure what to do. She kept coughing up more and more blood, wheezing for breath the entire time.

      “Hey!” Nina screamed loudly as the machines Lizbeth was connected to started to beep and screech wildly. “Hey, we need some help in here!”

      A collection of cops and doctors all stormed into the room at her shout. As they did, my mind flew back to the nurse.

      My heart sank as I realized that I didn’t recognize him. I’d only gotten a brief look at the students before they left, but that nurse had not been among them. He’d marched in and messed with something in a vial, and Lizbeth started coughing up blood just moments later. I couldn’t believe I’d been so blind and careless.

      “The nurse!” I yelled to Holm. He looked at me in confusion for half a second before the same realization hit him.

      “Oh, crap,” he hissed. The two of us moved in unison, running for the door. We had to push and shove our way past the throngs of officers and doctors who’d rushed into the room in the panic of the moment. Once we were out, I looked frantically around for any sign of the nurse.

      “There!” Holm yelled as he pointed down to the end of the hall. As I turned to look, I just barely managed to catch a glimpse of blue scrubs as someone disappeared into the stairwell.

      “Come on!” I urged as I sprinted after him, my heart thudding.
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      I crossed the length of the hospital corridor in a matter of seconds, kicking the door to the stairwell open before it had a chance to fully close. The phony nurse, who’d made it down a single flight of steps by that point, turned to look back at me in surprise as he heard the door bang back open. His eyes went wide with shock and fear as he spun back around to continue his descent down the stairs.

      He stumbled over his own feet as he scrambled to continue his way down, tripping and landing face down halfway down the next flight of stairs. I winced subconsciously as I watched him slam his face directly onto the sharp edge of one of the steps. For a moment, I thought that might be enough to stop him. To my surprise, he reached out to grip the railing as he struggled back onto his feet, blood pouring from his nose.

      He tried to continue fleeing, but the fall had left him battered. He limped as he tried to get down the stairs, and he seemed to be having trouble breathing as blood gushed from his smashed nose. It took me just a few seconds to catch up to him after the fall. When I did, I grabbed him by the back of his shirt and yanked him backward, throwing him down onto the landing between the third and second floor.

      “Stop!” I ordered as I tried to push him down so I could get his hands cuffed.

      He wasn’t about to go down without a fight, though, and tried to scramble away from me before I could get a solid grip. He turned and launched a kick at my face. I had to jump to the side to avoid getting struck, which gave him the opening he needed to slither away.

      Luckily, Holm was on him a second later, pulling him back and pinning him to the cold linoleum.

      “Hold still!” Holm griped as the phony nurse continued to struggle. He managed to get both of the man’s hands behind his back, holding them there with one hand as he reached for his belt to grab a set of cuffs. I walked over to assist, and just as I was crouching down, the perp managed to pull free.

      “Hey!” I called out as the man reached into his pocket. I half expected him to draw a gun and reached for my own in response. To my surprise, what he actually drew from his pocket was a used syringe.

      “Watch it!” I yelled as I leapt for him. He was fast, though, and managed to jab the syringe into Holm’s chest before I could stop him. “Stop!” I reached for the phony nurse’s hand but only managed to grab his wrist after he’d stabbed Holm twice more.

      Holm grunted with pain as he jumped backward, away from the needle. I twisted the perp’s hand down, tightening my grip until he released the syringe. As it clattered to the floor beside him, I quickly shoved him over, onto his stomach again.

      Holm let out a stream of curses as he leaned over to help me get the phony nurse into a set of handcuffs.

      “You better not have just given me some disease!” he grumbled furiously. There was a tiny dot of blood on the front of his shirt. Given how small the needle was, I doubted that the phony nurse had done any real damage, but the concern there went beyond superficial injury.

      “Don’t worry,” the fake nurse taunted as a perverse smile spread over his face. “I gave it all to that rich girl. Doubt it’ll do much to you. Can’t say the same for her, though.” He laughed wickedly. “Bet she’s already dead right now.”

      “What was in there?” I demanded to know. “What the heck did you inject her with?”

      “Rat poison, mostly,” the phony nurse jeered. “A little of this and that. I didn’t make whatever was in there. I was just hired to shoot her up with it.”

      “Why?” I asked, jumping slightly as I heard one of the stairwell doors open with bang above us. I glanced up, but couldn’t see whoever it was coming down.

      “I got it,” Holm muttered as he got to his feet, one hand hovering over his gun. He kept his eyes trained on the stairs as light, quick footsteps came closer to us. A few seconds later the newcomer came into view, and I realized it was only Nina.

      “Are you guys okay?” she called out as she leaned over the bannister.

      “Fine,” I called back, relieved that it was just her and not yet another assailant. “We’ve got him.”

      “How’s Lizbeth?” Holm called out.

      “Not great, thanks to him,” Nina snarled as she hopped down the rest of the steps to us.

      “She’ll be dead soon,” the guy taunted as he twisted his head around to smirk at Nina. “If she isn’t already.”

      “Yeah, keep laughing about it,” Holm scoffed. “I’m sure you’ll still be yukking it up once you’re sitting behind prison bars and unable to spend any of the money you were paid to kill her, right?” He leaned down to glare at the fake nurse, whose smile finally fell.

      “Screw you,” he snarled at Holm as he tried to push me away. I had a firm hold on him, though, and I wasn’t about to let up for even a second. It was obvious that he and the other kid were both adept when it came to being sneaky. The kid had pulled a complete escape maneuver, and the fake nurse had strolled right up to Lizbeth and drugged her right in front of us.

      “Are there any more of you lurking around the hospital?” I asked. “Did you and the kid do this together?” I recalled suddenly how strange we’d all thought it was that the kid had just run up and punched Sergeant Chantelle in the face.

      “That was pretty good, right?” the fake nurse chuckled coldly. “All he had to do was distract you, but I was still worried the little punk would find some way to mess that up.”

      “Distract us?” Nina murmured, her face scrunching up in confusion. I saw the exact moment realization hit her as her eyes grew round. “Wait… so the reason that he punched Sergeant Chantelle instead of trying to sneak in–”

      The fake nurse cackled, and my stomach churned as I realized we’d been completely fooled. The kid hadn’t been careless in his approach. He’d done exactly what he was supposed to. From the beginning, his objective had been to distract us while the real attacker snuck his way in.

      “That’s why the kid kept changing his story,” Holm grumbled, exhaling as he harshly dragged a hand through his hair. “When we asked about Leon and stuff, I mean. He had no idea, because his role was never to actually do any of the killing.”

      “It was so easy to stroll right in,” the fake nurse taunted. “All I had to do was steal a pair of scrubs and an ID. Everyone was so focused on the dumb kid that nobody even batted an eye when I walked in with that cart.

      “Shut up,” Nina ordered through gritted teeth. She sounded as frustrated as I felt.

      A part of me wanted to blame the cops or hospital staff, but that wasn’t fair. The ruckus with the kid had left everyone discombobulated. Heck, the three of us hadn’t noticed that the guy was a fraud either, so we had no room to talk on that front. The blame was on all of us for failing Lizbeth.

      “Let’s get him out of the stairwell,” I suggested as I reached down to grab the fake nurse and lift him off the ground.

      He fought against me, but he wasn’t quite as slippery as the kid, so Holm and I were easily able to control him between the two of us. We frogmarched him over to the nearest exit while Nina ran to find the police and let them know where we were. The fake nurse didn’t stop laughing the entire time, jeering and taunting us about how Lizbeth was surely dead by then. I tried my best to ignore him, but it was difficult to tune him out. I ached to go and check on Lizbeth and see how she was doing, but I couldn’t leave the fake nurse until someone came to get him.

      Fortunately, the police arrived just a few minutes later. I wasn’t sure which ward we’d wound up on, but news of the phony nurse must have spread, because there wasn’t a soul out on the floor until a group of police officers came storming through the main doors at the end of the hall. As soon as they got to us, I handed the perp off and rushed to get back to the floor that Lizbeth was on.

      Holm and I headed over to the elevators, since the cops were using the stairs to haul the perp down. Holm reached out and jabbed the call button over and over as we waited for the door to open.

      “You’re going to break it,” I laughed.

      “No, this makes it come down faster,” Holm insisted as he continued to attack the call button. “And even if it doesn’t, this is less stressful than just standing here waiting– Oh, here it is!”

      The elevator finally chimed, the doors swinging open as the arrow above it lit up. Before we could step inside, though, Nina stepped out.

      “You’re here,” she exhaled, her voice shaky. “Good. Come on. We need to get back upstairs.”

      “How’s Lizbeth?” I asked, the concern I felt only growing exponentially as I took in her alarmed tone.

      “Not good,” Nina replied quietly. “Not good at all.”
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      Nina’s eyes darted around Lizbeth’s hospital room as she sat by the injured woman’s beside. She spent a few seconds tracing the dotted pattern on the hospital blanket, faded from age and use. Then her eyes darted toward the large machine that Lizbeth was hooked up to. Nina followed the small mountains on the display of the machine. She wasn’t sure what they were reading, her heartbeat or her blood pressure or who knew. Her eyes darted down to her hands then, fiddling with the leather strap of her bag, still slung partially over her shoulder.

      She looked at everything and anything in the room aside from Lizbeth herself. Just glancing at the woman filled her with guilt. How could she have let something like this happen? All the security they’d put in place to protect Lizbeth, and in the end, the would-be assassin walked right in front of them to get to her. They’d all been standing there, just feet away from her bed, and not a single one of them had lifted a finger to stop him.

      “Please don’t die,” Nina whispered to Lizbeth, though there was no way the woman could hear her.

      Lizbeth was barely clinging to life. The doctors weren’t sure what the perp had injected her with, since he’d refused to tell them. They could only guess based on her symptoms. That didn’t stop them from throwing everything they could at her in an attempt to stabilize her. In the end, they’d been successful. Sort of.

      Lizbeth was alive at least, though she was in very critical condition. Since the doctors still didn’t know what she’d been given, they couldn’t know what might happen next. For now, all they could do was monitor her and react accordingly.

      “Please don’t die,” Nina pleaded again. “Leon’s waiting for you. He needs his mom. It wouldn’t be right for him to lose his mom because of a bunch of careless cops and federal agents. You pulled off a miracle once before. You can do it again.”

      Nina wasn’t sure if she was talking to Lizbeth or just desperately trying to convince herself. She fell silent as she heard footsteps behind her. Without even turning around, she could somehow since that it was Ethan.

      “Hey,” he greeted her softly as he came to a stop behind her chair. “Still torturing yourself?”

      Nina laughed humorlessly under her breath. When they’d first come back and been informed by Lizbeth’s doctors that she might not survive, Nina had been beside herself. Ethan had tried to comfort her, assuring Nina that this wasn’t her fault, but Nina still couldn’t help but feel guilty.

      “Just wanted to see how she was doing,” Nina replied tersely as she stood up from her chair. If she was being totally honest with herself, she didn’t want to be in the room any longer than she had to. Ethan’s arrival was a convenient excuse for her to leave. Her guilt made her feel like she had to be there, like she had to face what she’d inadvertently caused to happen. It was pretty pathetic, she knew, but she just felt so stupid. They’d found Lizbeth against all odds. They’d rescued her when she was already on the brink of death, and all for what? So some psycho dressed in stolen scrubs could poison her right under their noses?

      “You’re doing it again,” Ethan remarked as the two of them stepped out of the room. There was a veritable wall of officers stationed outside it, and anyone who went in had to be ID’d individually now.

      “Doing what?” Nina asked, playing dumb.

      “Zoning out,” Ethan replied. “Probably blaming yourself for what happened.”

      “Why would I not?” Nina shot back stubbornly as the two of them walked over to the elevators. “It is our fault.” She shook her head. “How could we miss something that obvious?”

      “Because it wasn’t obvious at the time,” Ethan replied calmly. “Sure, in hindsight it seems obvious, but in the moment, his appearance wasn’t unusual. That big group of doctors and students were all in the room when we got there, remember? There were a lot of people going in and out of Lizbeth’s room at the time.”

      “Another stupid mistake,” Nina grumbled as the elevator opened for them.

      “I won’t disagree there,” Ethan conceded. “It was stupid to allow that many people to just wander around freely. I guess all of our guards were dropped once we thought we’d caught the hitman. So, when that nurse came in right after all the students had left, it didn’t seem weird. Lizbeth was in a bad state and did say she could use more pain meds. How were we supposed to know that he wasn’t a real nurse?”

      “You know what?” Nina asked as the two of them stepped into the elevator. “You’re right. This isn’t our screw-up, it’s the hospital’s! They just let anyone walk around wherever? Where did he even steal those scrubs and that ID from? Hang on, I need to go and talk to someone about this.” She suddenly made to step back out of the elevator, but Ethan reached out and gently grabbed her arm before she could.

      “Stop,” he chuckled, though Nina really didn’t see what was funny about this. “Don’t go and chew someone out, as tempting as it might be.”

      “Why not?” Nina grumbled as he pulled her back into the elevator. “Someone has to answer for what happened to Lizbeth.” She looked around the inside of the elevator as the doors closed. “Where are we going, anyway?” She’d followed Ethan blindly out here, grateful for his company and for the excuse to bail out of Lizbeth’s room, but she couldn’t remember him actually mentioning where they were headed.

      “Down to speak to the perp,” Ethan replied. “He busted his nose pretty badly when he face-planted down the stairs. They gave him some ice and were going to ship him off to the station, but I thought it’d be better if we kept him here for a while longer. At least until we got a chance to properly interrogate him. If you want someone to answer for what happened, I’d say he’s a better target then whoever you were about to unleash your wrath on.”

      “As if he’s going to tell us anything,” Nina grumbled as the elevator finally came to a stop, not at the lobby but at the first sublevel of the hospital. “The police already tried. The doctors needed to know what he injected Lizbeth with but he wouldn’t talk.”

      “Yeah,” Ethan agreed. “But maybe if we tell him that Lizbeth survived, the pressure will get to him.”

      “You think that’s a good idea?” Nina asked apprehensively. The thought of letting that monster know anything about Lizbeth’s condition filled her with anger. He didn’t have a right to know anything about her, but maybe Ethan had a point.

      “On the stairwell, he kept boasting about how smart he and the kid were,” Ethan countered, “and how she was probably already dead. If he finds out he failed, then it might rattle him.”

      “Enough to get him to talk?” Nina muttered as the two of them stepped out of the elevator and into a dark corridor. “I don’t know how confident I feel about that.”

      The part of the hospital they’d entered was underground, which meant there were no windows. The entire place felt cold and suffocating, and Nina really didn’t like it.

      As they walked, they passed several rooms. Labs, storage areas, and a large set of double doors marked “SURGERY”. As soon as they walked past them and around a corner, Nina knew they’d arrived. A set of officers stood guard outside one of the doors, speaking to one another in hushed voices.

      “Hold on!” one of them called out, lifting his hand palm out toward them in a motion to stop. He relaxed once he realized who it was. “Oh, you’re back.”

      “Yeah, just us,” Ethan replied as he and Nina walked over to the room the two of them were standing watch in front of. “Nobody else came by?”

      “Not since you left,” the officer replied. “And Agent… uh–” He glanced awkwardly toward the room.

      “Holm?” Ethan guessed, and the officer nodded.

      “Right, Agent Holm,” he replied. “He’s still in there. Can’t really hear what they’re saying, but since he hasn’t come out, I’m guessing the perp isn’t talking.”

      “Not surprising,” Ethan replied with a sigh before turning to Nina. “You ready to head inside?”

      The look that he cast Nina made her blush. Not just because his eyes were so striking, staring straight at her, but because she could hear the note of concern in the way he’d asked if she was ready. She’d been moping around ever since Lizbeth was attacked, and now Ethan must think she was incompetent. Nina scolded herself as she steeled her nerves.

      “I’m fine,” she assured Ethan with a nod. “Come on. Let’s get this bastard to tell us who hired him.”

      Ethan smiled at her, either relieved that she wasn’t griping anymore or impressed by her strong response. Either way, the way he looked at her just made Nina blush harder.

      She cast the silly feeling aside as the two of them stepped into the room. Now wasn’t the time for her to get all worked up over Ethan Marston. There would be time for that later once they’d caught the man responsible and ensured Lizbeth and Leon’s safety.

      The room that the perp was being kept in looked like some kind of resting quarters. There were a few bunk beds pressed against either wall, a small table in the middle, and a chest of drawers back against the rear wall. A few stray pairs of shoes and rumpled up clothes indicated to Nina that this must be where the hospital staff came to rest on their breaks and downtime. It would do as a makeshift interrogation room, though it wasn’t the most ideal location.

      The fake nurse was still wearing a set of scrubs, now bloody from his broken nose. Nina wondered if he’d stolen them from this very room.

      “So, are we done playing games?” Ethan asked as he took a seat on the edge of one of the beds. The room was small, with only a few chairs around the small table in the middle, which were already being taken up by Robbie and the perp.

      The perp in question just rolled his eyes at Ethan’s question and leaned back in his seat, apparently unbothered by the position he was in.

      Nina knew it was all an act, though. Ironically, the fact that he looked so relaxed was a pretty obvious sign that he was anything but. Even for someone who was totally innocent, being interrogated by the police was scary. Having people stick you in a room and lob questions at you was an intimidating experience by design. Sometimes it was hard just to get testimonies from witnesses because of how stressful it was. So, when someone sat there looking like they didn’t have a care in the world, it was usually a sign that they were doing their very best to put on a show.

      “We haven’t been formally introduced,” Nina spoke up, a hundred thoughts filtering through her mind as she tried to devise a plan to get him to spill what he knew. “Agent Nina Gosse, with the FBI.” She looked at him expectantly. For a moment, he just stared back at her silently. Then, finally, he let out a small laugh and rolled his eyes.

      “Okay,” he huffed. “So what do you want from me?”

      “A name would be nice,” she shot back flatly, “for starters.”

      “You don’t need to know that,” the perp scoffed, smiling lazily. There was a sheen of sweat on his forehead that belied his carefree attitude, though.

      “No?” Nina hummed. “Well, alright. It might make talking a little awkward, but I suppose names don’t matter. We’ll find out eventually, once we get you down to the station to take your prints. Even after this is all said and done, though, you’ll only be another bullet point on this case file.” She paused and looked up at him. His smile looked more strained now. “Hey, Agent Marston, what kind of sentence does attempted murder usually carry in Florida?”

      “Pretty severe,” Ethan replied. “Actually, that’s the thing about attempted murder in this state, Florida makes no differentiation between attempted and successful murders. The sentence is the same.”

      “Oh, perfect,” Nina replied, even though she already knew that. The entire point of that back and forth was to get under the perp’s skin which, judging by the expression on his face, had worked.

      “Wait…” the perp muttered, his eyebrows knitting together as he sat up straight and moved to lean over the table. “What do you mean attempted?”

      Nina blinked at him as a small, angelic smile graced her lips.

      “Oh, Lizbeth Mason isn’t dead,” she replied simply. “Despite your best efforts, she survived. Not that it makes any difference for you. Like Agent Marston said, the sentence is the same whether you succeed or not.”

      “Which means you won’t be getting paid,” Ethan added bluntly. “I doubt whoever hired you is going to be too happy when he finds out Lizbeth is still alive. So if you were counting on that money to somehow help you weasel your way out of this, think again.”

      The way that his face fell indicated to Nina that Ethan was probably right on the money. So far the perp had been maintaining his devil-may-care facade, but the news that Lizbeth had survived seemed to have robbed him of his ability to even fake it.

      “You’re lying,” he accused them, his upper lip curling up into a snarl.

      “Oh, we’re really not,” Nina assured him. “If she had died, this conversation wouldn’t even be happening, believe me.”

      “The only reason you haven’t already been transported to jail is because she’s still alive,” Ethan added, which Nina was grateful for. That wasn’t entirely true, and Nina was just saying whatever she thought would rattle him the most. Ethan had quickly jumped in to back her up, though, even without knowing where she was going with this.

      “See, we’re getting tired of trying to chase down every hitman that gets sent Lizbeth’s way,” Nina continued, lacing her fingers together as she stared the perp down. “So we’ve decided to make everyone’s lives easier, yours included.” That caught his attention.

      The mean sneer on his face relaxed as he looked quizzically at Nina. “Okay…” he muttered warily.

      “Here’s how things are going to happen,” Nina laid out calmly. “You’re going to tell us who hired you.”

      The man immediately scoffed, rolling his eyes and slumping back in his seat.

      “You don’t want to listen to her offer?” Ethan snapped, getting up from where he sat on the bed. “Fine. Then we’ll have those officers outside take you down to the station. But once you’re in there, booked, and behind bars, don’t expect us to come to you with any offers.” He motioned for Robbie to get up from the table so they could leave. Just as he started to, the perp spoke up again.

      “No, wait!” he called out, his voice airy with panic. “Wait, just wait a second. Let me think.”

      “We don’t have time to wait,” Ethan retorted unflinchingly. “We’re not going to let you stall so your boss can send another hitman after Lizbeth. If you don’t have anything to say, then–”

      “Fine!” the perp grunted, his hands balling into fists as he glared at Ethan. “Fine! I’ll tell you! Just chill, damn!”

      Ethan and Robbie slowly sat back down as Nina folded her arms over her chest.

      “Let’s start with a name, then,” Nina started. “And then, if you tell us everything, and I do mean everything, maybe we can see about cutting you a deal that doesn’t wind up with you getting life in prison.”

      “That’s it?” the perp snorted indignantly. “That’s the best you can offer?”

      “Unless you want us to walk out right now,” Robbie replied. “Which I wouldn’t mind, it’s freezing, and it smells like sweat in here. If you have something to say, then get on with it.”

      “Fine,” the perp grumbled again. “Curt. You can call me Curt.”

      “Got a last name to go with that, Curt?” Nina asked impatiently.

      “I did, once,” Curt replied. “But I don’t use it anymore. Not since my druggie dad threw me out when I was a kid. He didn’t want me, so I didn’t want his name.”

      For a moment, Nina was hit with a surge of sympathy. It was a sad story, for sure. Sometimes, it was easy to forget that perps were people, and not just faceless boogeymen. Nevertheless, what he’d done to Lizbeth was unforgivable. A rough childhood wasn’t an excuse to become a hitman.

      “Alright then,” she sighed as she took a step closer to the table. “Curt it is. So who hired you to kill Lizbeth Mason, Curt?”

      “Some dude,” Curt replied simply.

      “Some dude!?” Robbie exclaimed in disbelief. “No. Heck no. There’s no way you’re telling us you agreed to kill someone without asking the client for any information.”

      “Yeah, I took down his credit card and social security information,” Curt shot back sarcastically. “Man, how do you think this kind of business works? I don’t ask for any more information than I need, and they sure as heck don’t give it.”

      “Okay,” Nina replied calmly. “But you have to know something. How’d you even get hired to do this?”

      “A friend of mine,” Curt replied. “He heard that I was looking for work, told me he knew about a possible job.”

      “This friend of yours have a name?” Ethan asked, but Curt only shook his head.

      “Nah, I’m not about to rat out my friend,” he insisted. “I’m not loyal to the client, but I am loyal to him. Besides, I don’t know his real name, anyway. Everybody calls him by this dumb nickname.”

      “And what nickname would that be?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      “I already told you, I’m not ratting him out!” Curt replied, growing angrier by the moment.

      “So we’re just supposed to take your word about this friend?” Robbie scoffed. “Pretty convenient that you just happened to hear about this job from some nameless friend. Almost seems like you’re just making this all up.”

      “Ugh, fine!” Curt exclaimed. “His name is… well, he goes by Dollar Store, okay? And I’m not lying, that’s really what people call him. Heck if I know why.”

      Ethan and Robbie turned to look at each other.

      “I’ll kill him,” Robbie muttered.

      “Wait,” Nina murmured, frowning as she recalled the name. “Isn’t that your informant?”

      “Informant!?” Curt exclaimed, his jaw dropping as his eyes darted back and forth between the three of them. “Are you serious? He’s a snitch!?”

      “He used to be,” Ethan grumbled. “Guess we know why he hasn’t been around lately. And to think I was worried about him.”

      “So he’s selling secrets to the other side now,” Nina muttered. “Well, I guess we can deal with him later. For now, Curt, let’s get back to what we were discussing. So this friend of yours told you about the hit. Then what?”

      “He gave me a number to text.” Curt shrugged. “Told the client I was interested. We discussed pay, he told me he’d give me half then and half after the hit. Usual stuff. He said it would be easy ‘cause the lady was already half dead in the hospital. But we’d have to be sly about it since she was some rich guy’s wife and would have a ton of security. So I asked the kid to come to help me.”

      “By distracting us?” Ethan clarified, and Curt nodded.

      “Yeah,” Curt replied. “He helps me out sometimes with smaller jobs. He’s quick and quiet. I just told him he needed to distract everyone while I snuck in to do the real job. There were more cops than I thought there would be, way more. So, while he was doing all that, I went looking for something I could disguise myself with.”

      “And once you found what you needed,” Nina murmured, “that’s when you came in and attacked Lizbeth.”

      “What about Leon?” Ethan asked simply, without divulging any more information. Curt’s eyebrows scrunched together as he looked up at the MBLIS agent in confusion.

      “Who?” he asked, confirming to them that Lizbeth had been the only target.

      “The person who hired you didn’t mention Lizbeth’s baby?” Nina asked, and Curt blinked at her in surprise.

      “Woah, what?” he balked. “No. And I would have said no if he had. I don’t mess with kids. Look, I’m not saying I’m a saint or nothing, but I’m not about to kill some kid!”

      “Well, aren’t you noble?” Robbie grunted sarcastically. “Then again, the guys who went after Lizbeth before you didn’t seem to have any qualms about killing both of them, so…”

      “Look, I don’t know anything about any kid,” Curt insisted. “I swear. The text I got only mentioned the woman.”

      “We’ll have a look at the phone and see for ourselves,” Nina replied as she reached into her pocket to grab her own phone. “It’ll be in evidence somewhere. I’ll have someone bring it down–”

      She paused as the phone suddenly rang in her hand, startling her. It was Parson calling again, and Nina pursed her lips as she was gripped by indecision. She was in the middle of an interrogation, and really didn’t have time to talk, but what if it was something important? The last time Parson had called it had been to tell her that Lizbeth was on the phone. What if the tech department had found something else?

      “One second,” she murmured to Ethan and Robbie as she answered the call and held the phone up to her ear. “Hey, I’m in the middle of something, can this wait?”

      “It can’t!” Parson exclaimed so forcefully that Nina had to pull the phone away from her ear. “It absolutely can not! Haven’t you seen any of my texts!? I’ve been waiting for you to reply!”

      “Uh, yeah, I did see them,” Nina replied abashedly as she recalled that Parson had called and texted her a few times earlier. They’d been so distracted by the fake attack and then the real attack immediately after that the messages had slipped her mind.

      “So what did you think!?” Parson groaned in frustration. “Actually, no, it doesn’t matter, because after you didn’t respond to me for hours, I decided to just look into it further. I traced the one bank account to another one, and then that one to another one at this offshore Swiss banking union that I’d never heard of, and then that one to–”

      “Parson, wait, stop!” Nina cut him off, her head spinning. “I’m sorry, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I never actually got a chance to read the messages you left me.”

      “It’s Mason!” Parson exclaimed exasperatedly. “Frederick Mason! That’s where the payments came from! It was Lizbeth’s own husband!”
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      “What do you mean?” Nina exhaled into the phone, her voice shaky. I frowned at her reaction. That tech friend of hers had called, and though I hadn’t been able to hear what he was saying, exactly, I could make out the sound of shouting. Nina looked shocked, fearful almost, at whatever he was saying. Parson said something else, and then Nina turned to look at Holm and me. “Frederick Mason is the client. He’s the one who took the hit out on Lizbeth and Leon.”

      Now it was my turn to feel flabbergasted. I stared back at Nina, mouth agape, as I took in what she’d just said.

      “Parson traced the bank records,” Nina continued. “Apparently, he took steps to hide his tracks, but it all led back to his bank account in the end. He’s the one who paid off the hitmen.”

      “Against his own wife and kid!?” Holm yelled as he jumped to his feet, the chair he sat in toppling over. He shook his head in horror and disbelief before turning to Curt. “Did you know that Frederick Mason was the one who hired you?”

      “What?” Curt uttered. “No! No, I didn’t! I told you, I didn’t know the details. But, well, to be honest, it ain’t that uncommon. Husbands wanting to kill their wives, I mean.”

      I glared at him, a little annoyed by the nonchalant way he said that. He wasn’t wrong, of course. As a member of law enforcement, I was very well aware of the statistics. In cases where women were murdered, across the board, most of the time the perp was a husband or boyfriend. Being pregnant actually significantly increased a woman’s risk of being murdered. Lizbeth had already given birth, but maybe the change in lifestyle had proven to be too much for Frederick Mason to handle. Whatever the case, it wasn’t wholly surprising that he would be the culprit.

      “We gave him Leon,” I muttered as the sickening realization hit me. “He’s the one who wants them dead, and we handed the baby straight to him.”

      “That’s why he didn’t come to the hospital to see Lizbeth,” Holm added. “It wasn’t because he was worried about bringing Leon out, he just had no intention of ever seeing her alive again.”

      “That’s how they knew how to find us so fast,” Nina muttered as she glanced back at Curt. “He needed to kill her as soon as possible, before anyone figured out he was the one behind it.”

      “Leon’s in danger,” I replied, my heart pounding with horror. We’d had Leon safe and sound. We’d found him before the kidnappers had managed to make a single scratch on him, and then we’d handed him to the very man who wanted him dead. There was no way for us to have known, but still, that didn’t change the fact that we’d unintentionally put a victim in grave danger.

      “We have to go,” Nina urged before turning on her heel and rushing for the door. Holm and I followed her out, not bothering to say anything more to Curt as we left. His testimony had been a little helpful, but it wasn’t as important now that we knew Mason was the true culprit.

      “Oh, all done?” one of the officers standing outside the door asked as the three of us raced out.

      “Get him down to the station,” Nina instructed as she slowed to a stop. “And get some officers to Frederick Mason’s address now. He’s the one who took the hit out.”

      “What!?” the officer gasped, shock carved over his features. We didn’t stick around for any longer to explain, though. We didn’t have time. It had been an entire day now since we’d given Leon back to Mason. After that long, we couldn’t even be sure that the baby was still alive.

      “Just do it!” Nina ordered, yelling over her shoulder as the three of us rushed back to the elevator. I got to it first and jammed the button just as Holm had done earlier.

      “Stairs!” Nina shouted when the doors didn’t immediately open. The three of us took off toward the stairwell, throwing the door open as we stormed inside and then up the steps. We made it up to the lobby level in a matter of seconds, once more throwing the door open before bursting through. We didn’t stop running until we’d made it back to the parking lot and out to our cars.

      “Do you two have Mason’s address?” Nina asked as she quickly unlocked her car.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “It should all be on the files we were sent as part of the case.”

      “Okay, I’m texting it to you anyway,” Nina replied. She tapped something on her phone before sticking it back in her pocket. “I’ll meet you two there.” She opened the driver’s side door to duck inside, and Holm and I quickly rushed to do the same.

      “I’ll ride with you,” Holm declared as he slid into the passenger seat of my car. “Traffic downtown is going to be awful at this hour. Two cars will be better than three.”

      “Good idea,” I replied as I turned the ignition and floored it.

      Holm turned out to be right. Even though Nina and I were both booking it through the streets as fast as we could, there was little to be done about pockets of congestion in traffic.

      “We should install lights and sirens on our cars,” I grumbled as I was forced to slam on the brakes yet again.

      “I think some of the agency cars have them,” Holm muttered. “Maybe we should start using those.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind for next time,” I grunted as the light turned green and I pressed down on the accelerator. I weaved around other cars and sped up, swerving between and around other drivers in my haste to get to the building where the Masons lived. It was smack in the middle of the wealthiest, and busiest, part of the city, which of course meant that traffic was horrendous. After a nerve-wracking thirty minutes on the road, we finally pulled up to the apartment building in question. A crash bar blocked the underground parking deck, so I stopped just short of it, throwing my car into park.

      “Let’s go,” I urged Holm as I threw the driver’s side door open and hopped out. Nina had pulled in right behind me and had just jumped out as well. A driver actually trying to get into the parking deck was stuck behind her car, unable to get around.

      “Hey!” he called as he rolled his window down. “Hey! Are you just leaving your cars there!?”

      “FBI!” Nina yelled as she held her badge up at him. That was all the explanation she bothered to give before continuing on her way, right alongside Holm and me. The three of us all rushed into the lobby of the building, our shoes clattering against the shiny, polished floor. A man sitting at the front desk glanced up at us in confusion as we rushed up to him.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, his face darkening with apprehension.

      “FBI,” Nina repeated, holding up the badge she was still holding in her hand.

      “And we’re with MBLIS,” Holm added as he and I presented the man with our own badges. “We need to get upstairs ASAP.”

      “Wait, just hold on a minute,” the desk attendant grumbled to my immense shock. It wasn’t unusual for people to get confused upon seeing our badges, but the FBI was ubiquitous enough that most people wouldn’t protest after seeing one of their badges.

      “Sir, this is an emergency,” Nina replied plainly.

      I looked past the desk. There were clear doors on either side, with keypads attached. Without a keycard, we probably wouldn’t be able to get to the elevators I could see just beyond the glass.

      “Well, I need to know who you’re here to see,” the desk attendant huffed.

      “Frederick Mason,” Holm deadpanned. “And we’re not here to see him, we’re here to arrest him. For attempted murder. So, if you could let us up…?”

      “Listen, I don’t know what this is all about,” the attendant grumbled. “But we take the security and privacy of our residents very seriously. If you want to go up–”

      “Yeah, no, we’re not doing this,” I muttered before marching over to one of the doors.

      “Sir? Sir!” the attendant called out behind me. I ignored him and marched brazenly on, pulling my gun from its holster as I walked. “Hey, what are you doing!?”

      The attendant shouted as I lifted my gun and shot the keypad. Mechanical and electrical components all shattered and blasted in different directions. Small sparks flew from the remains for a moment. Once they stopped, I pressed forward and pushed the door open.

      “I am calling the police!” the attendant threatened, scrambling for the phone on his desk.

      “They’re already on their way,” I informed him before motioning for Holm and Nina to follow me. The three of us rushed over to the elevators.

      Normally, we would have opted for the stairs in a situation this urgent, like we’d done at the hospital. The Masons’ apartment was located in the penthouse at the very top of the building, though. If we tried to run up there, we’d be winded by the time we arrived.

      The attendant was still shouting threats as we stepped into the elevator, his voice reaching us until the doors finally slid closed and the elevator started to rise.

      “Please let Leon be okay,” Nina muttered under her breath. She said it so quietly that she probably hadn’t meant for Holm or me to hear, but we were standing so close in the elevator that I caught it. My stomach twisted into uncomfortable knots as I secretly hoped for the same thing. I supposed it suddenly made sense why Mason hadn’t tasked Curt with killing Leon as well as Lizbeth. There was no need to since Mason already had Leon and could kill him at any time.

      Fortunately, nobody else called for the elevator to stop, and when it reached the top floor a minute after we got on, the three of us ran straight out. There was only one door in the short hallway that the elevator opened up to, since the only apartment on the entire floor was the penthouse. The three of us silently hurried over and then hesitated right outside.

      “Should we knock or just bust the door down?” Nina whispered.

      “Bust the door down,” Holm grunted without hesitation.

      Nina and I jumped out of the way as he ran toward the door, kicking it in with one harsh strike. The doorknob flew off entirely, Holm’s kick completely obliterating the wood. It was a valid entry. We had every reason to believe that Leon Mason was in grave danger, so we were well within our right to bust our way in to save him.

      Of course, being that rash wasn’t usually my preference, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      “Frederick Mason!” I called out as we stormed into the apartment, guns raised. It was mostly dark, though I could see a faint light shining from one of the bedrooms.

      The apartment as a whole was enormous, so I silently turned to Holm and Nina and motioned for them to split up so we could clear the entire house. They both nodded to show they’d understood my nonverbal suggestion, and then we each ran off to search the apartment.

      Aside from the single light, though, I couldn’t find any signs of life. The apartment was dark and quiet. When we regrouped a few seconds later, Nina and Holm both confirmed that neither had found anything.

      “We’re clear over there,” Nina informed us as she nodded toward the corner of the apartment that she’d searched. “I think there might be someone in the master, though.” She pointed over to where the faint light was coming from. It was the only room we hadn’t searched, the master bedroom at the very end of the large penthouse.

      As the three of us quietly crept closer, I realized that I could hear water running. Unless someone had left the faucet on, there was definitely somebody here. I approached the bedroom door slowly before shoving it open, lifting my gun in anticipation. As I did, I finally found the source of the light. The TV was on in the bedroom, along with a single beside lamp which cast the warm glow we’d seen from out in the living room.

      The sound of running water was coming from the ensuite bathroom, steamy mist floating out from the crack in the door.

      “You two wait here,” Nina instructed as she turned to look at us. “In case he tries to run. I’ll go in, and–”

      She fell silent as the water stopped. I heard the squeak of a faucet being turned, and then silence as whoever was showering turned the water off. There was a rustling like the sound of a shower curtain being pulled, and then the sound of padding footsteps. The three of us all got into position at the ready, guns raised and eyes trained on the bathroom door. A shadow fell over the small crack, then the door opened, creaking as vapor spilled out from the bathroom.

      A woman wrapped in a fluffy bath towel stepped out, humming to herself until she looked up and noticed us. The moment that she did, her face drained of color. Her eyes landed on me first, and she let out an ear-splitting scream as she scrambled backward, away from me and back toward the bathroom.

      “Freeze!” Nina yelled as she lifted her gun and pointed it at the girl.

      “Huh!?” the woman let out a stained noise of confusion as her eyes landed on Nina. Then they roved down to the gun in her hands, and she screamed even louder. “Who are you? What are you doing here!?”

      For one fleeting, terrifying moment, it occurred to me that we might have gotten the wrong apartment. According to the information we had, the Masons lived in the penthouse of this building. But if that was the case, why was this random woman here, screaming and apparently completely surprised to see us?

      “Stop shouting,” Nina commanded coldly. The woman looked at her with fear. She looked like she wanted to scream even more, but did as she was asked and quieted down. “Who are you?”

      “Who am I?” the woman stared back at Nina incredulously. “Are you kidding me? I should be asking you that! You three break into my apartment and think you can start asking questions!?”

      “Your apartment?” I asked, my fears growing more pronounced. “So this isn’t Frederick Mason’s apartment?”

      “Oh,” the woman stammered, her face glowing red. “W-well, yeah it is. But I’m his fiance, so that makes it sort of my apartment too!” She squared her shoulders and jutted her chin out at us defiantly, as though challenging us to question her on that claim.

      “His fiance?” I muttered, my eyes narrowing as I started to get a read on the situation. “So you’re in a relationship with Frederick Mason?”

      “Duh!” the woman scoffed as she held her left hand out to me. “Look? He gave me this. I’m his one and only.” She wiggled her fingers to show off the massive rock she was sporting.

      “I see,” Nina hummed as she slowly lowered her gun, prompting Holm and me to do the same. “And are you aware that Frederick Mason is married? With a child?”

      “What, that old hag?” the woman sneered. “Freddy told me that their marriage is over, anyway. All she does is nag him about the baby. She only wants him for his money. She doesn’t love him like I do.” She folded her arms over her chest, fidgeting as she recalled that she wasn’t wearing anything other than a towel.

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “So you are aware of Lizbeth and Leon. Interesting. Were you also aware that the two of them were kidnapped a few days ago?”

      “Uh, no,” the woman replied too quickly, dropping her gaze to the floor. “I mean, yeah I did. Obviously. It was on the news or whatever. But I don’t know anything about it.”

      “No?” I prodded. “Are you sure?” I took a step closer to her before turning to Nina. “You know, it’s awfully convenient, now that I think about it, just how public that kidnapping was. It happened in broad daylight, right in front of a bunch of people, right in front of Mason himself. And all of those witnesses saw him bravely rush out to try to save her.” I turned back to the woman. “Did you see him do that?”

      “Well… yeah,” the fiance grumbled. “But it wasn’t real! He doesn’t really love her! He loves me! He was just–” She stopped short, clamping her mouth shut.

      “Just what?” I pushed. “Just pretending for all the cameras he knew would be recording? Just faking it so that nobody would suspect that he was the one responsible?” I crossed my arms and leaned down to look her in the eye. “Now, how would you know something like that?”

      “Did you know he was going to put a hit out on her?” Nina asked, revulsion dripping thick from every word she spoke. “Did you know that your beloved ‘fiance’ was going to arrange to have his own wife and child killed?”

      “I– They– It’s not fair!” the woman screamed, screwing her eyes shut as she reached up to yank at her own hair. “It’s not fair! She was ruining everything! He and I are in love!” He opened her eyes and looked at us pleadingly, as though hoping we would take her side on this. “Freddy and I are meant to be! That fat, stupid cow was just holding him back!”

      “So he decided to kill her?” I deadpanned, unable to believe what I was hearing.

      “He couldn’t just leave her!” the woman argued, groaning with frustration. “She’s a gold-digger! If he kicked her to the curb, then she would take everything from him! My Freddy worked so hard to get to where he is, and that bloated whale would have just taken it all for her and her brat! Not to mention it would destroy Freddy’s reputation. He told me everything would go wrong if he divorced her. We had to get rid of her permanently. We had to if we ever wanted to be happy together!”

      “So he decided to kill his wife and his own son because he wanted to be able to run off with his hot new girlfriend?” Holm scoffed. “What a piece of trash.”

      “You wouldn’t understand!” the woman wailed. “None of you do! We are in love! This is the only way we can be together!”

      “You’re talking about a man who would kill his own child,” I snapped, unable to hide the disgust I felt toward her. “You’re seriously pining away over a man like that?”

      “That just proves how much he loves me,” the woman insisted petulantly. “How many guys would kill to be with the woman they love? Freddy would do anything for me, even getting rid of them!”

      “And you knew about it all along?” Nina asked, her voice rising in pitch as her temper flared. She stepped toward the woman, circling her like a vulture eyeing its prey. “You understand that makes you an accessory, right?”

      “What?” the woman gasped, staring at Nina in shock. “No! No, I didn’t do anything! This was his choice. He was the one who hired those guys to kidnap her and her little brat!”

      I shook my head. She hadn’t hesitated for a second before throwing Mason under the bus. The moment that Nina mentioned she might be facing consequences as well, she’d immediately pointed the finger at Mason.

      “Alright, I’m done listening to this,” Nina grumbled as she stalked past the woman and into the bathroom. She emerged a moment later holding a bathrobe. “Get dressed and sit down.” She tossed the bathrobe at the woman, who clumsily pulled it on before tying it tightly around her waist. Once she was done, Nina grabbed her arm and yanked her over to a small chaise lounge opposite the bed.

      “Ow!” the woman whined as Nina shoved her down roughly.

      “Where’s the baby?” Nina asked, hands on her hips as she glared down at the woman.

      “I… don’t know,” the woman replied, and I could tell she was lying right away. She squirmed uncomfortably under Nina’s gaze and refused to look the FBI agent in the eye.

      “Yes, you do,” I retorted as I moved to stand beside Nina. “What did Mason do to him?”

      I tensed as I awaited her answer. A part of me didn’t want to know, and just asking the question made me uneasy. I didn’t want to hear that Mason had already killed him, but we needed to know.

      “He… I don’t–” the woman stammered, her legs shaking.

      “Do not say that you don’t know,” Nina snapped viciously, leaning down to get closer to the woman’s face. “You’re already in deep enough trouble as it is. Don’t make it worse for yourself by covering up for him.”

      “Is the kid even still alive?” Holm asked her directly. The woman looked up at him for a second before lowering her head again, staring fixedly at the floor beneath her toes.

      “Freddy took him on his boat,” she whispered after several long seconds of silence.

      “A boat?” I repeated. “What kind of boat?”

      “His yacht,” the woman clarified. “He likes to throw parties on it. That’s actually how we met. I used to work as a bottle girl. I worked one of his parties, and it was love at first sight.” She sighed wistfully, a small, dreamy smile settling over her face.

      I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes at the repugnant sight.

      “It was like a dream come true,” she went on. “I felt like I was Cinderella, being swept off my feet by my Prince Charming.”

      “I don’t recall the part of the story where Prince Charming murdered his whole family,” I shot back dryly. “Enough. Tell us more about this yacht. Where is it docked?”

      “Moonlight Harbor Yacht Club,” the woman replied with a shrug. “I doubt it’s there now, though. He said he was going to take it out on the water. He has a party planned tonight.”

      “The clown’s not even trying to be subtle,” Holm snorted. “His wife’s in the hospital in critical condition, and he’s throwing parties? I feel stupid for not realizing sooner that he was behind this.”

      “He took Leon with him to the party?” I asked, nervous about what Mason might be planning.

      “Yeah,” the woman replied. “I thought it was weird too. ‘Cause, like, why would you want to have your baby around when everyone is drinking and having fun?”

      “I imagine Mason is planning for Leon to suffer a little ‘accident’ while they’re out there,” Nina grumbled. “We need the address of that Marina, the name of Mason’s boat, and a description of it. Now!”

      “Alright, sheesh, calm down!” the woman grumbled before rattling off all the information that Nina had just demanded of her. While she jotted it all down, I grabbed my phone and made a call to the police to see what their ETA was. I was informed that they were already there, and making their way up to the penthouse as we spoke. That was a relief, because now that we knew Mason had spirited Leon off on some boat, we didn’t have a moment to spare.
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      The front desk attendant threw us all dirty looks as we raced back out of the building a few minutes later. I ignored him as we all rushed back to our cars, which were still blocking the entrance to the parking deck. A line of cars had formed behind us of drivers all waiting to get in. The fleet of police cars blocking half the street only exacerbated the issue.

      “Hey! Is this your car?” someone yelled angrily as we raced past.

      I ignored him as well, opting instead to try to figure out the quickest way for us to leave.

      “Crap,” Holm muttered beside me as he looked out at the disaster of cars spread out across the front of the building. “Dang Miami traffic. How are we even supposed to back out of here with all these cars behind ours?”

      “I’m guessing we’re not going to have a lot of luck asking people to back out,” Nina pointed out, anxiously chewing on the edge of her nail as she spoke.

      “Where would they even go?” Holm asked. “Half of them are blocked in by the police cars now.”

      “Hey! Are you moving your cars or what!?” one of the enraged drivers screamed, hanging out the side of his open window.

      “I have an idea,” I muttered as I hurried to the car. I turned to look back at Nina as I opened the driver’s side door. “Just follow me.”

      “Alright,” she agreed without hesitation as she raced back to her own car.

      “Finally!” somebody yelled just as another driver honked angrily. I tuned all the noise out as Holm and I climbed inside.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked as I put my seatbelt on.

      “This,” I replied as I turned on the ignition and stepped on the accelerator, careening directly into the boom gate. It flew apart like it was made of paper, which wasn’t surprising. The one blocking entrance into the parking deck was the cheap, plastic kind that was attached to the gate mechanism by a single hinge. My car would probably have a scratch, but at least now we were free.

      “Oh,” Holm muttered as I quickly drove into the deck before pulling a sharp U-turn to leave again. “That’s one way to do it.”

      “We don’t have time to back everyone up,” I replied as I weaved around the patrol cars blocking the front of the building, squeezing into the narrow spaces between them as I made my way back onto the road. “Or to beg someone to let us in with their key. Mason’s got Leon out on that yacht, planning on doing who-knows-what.”

      I glanced down at the clock on the dash. By my estimation, it was going to take us around twenty minutes to get to the marina. That was already twenty minutes too long. My mind filled with countless horrid possibilities of what Mason might do to his infant son in that length of time.

      “When Diane told us not to break anything,” Holm mused, “do you think she meant anything? Because you decimated that gate back there.”

      “I’m pretty sure she only meant cars and boats,” I replied flippantly. “And helicopters, I guess. Oh, and snowmobiles, though those technically weren’t my fault, and I wasn’t on an official case yet, anyway.”

      “You should write a book,” Holm joked. “Like those for kids that are all about the different types of vehicles. Except yours should be about how you break all of them.”

      “Har har,” I shot back dryly, though I couldn’t help but smile a little at his dumb joke. I glanced back down at the clock. We were a few minutes down, speeding through the streets of downtown Miami as fast as I could manage without crashing into anything.

      “No, seriously,” Holm pressed on. “We were just talking with Mike earlier about retirement. That could be your plan. Sitting by the beach, writing children’s stories.”

      “About what?” I snickered. “Our cases? I’m sure parents would love that. A kids’ book about drug dealers and human traffickers and child kidnappers.”

      “Come on, Marston!” Holm chided with a laugh. “Have a little imagination! Kids love stories about adventures and bad guys getting their comeuppance.”

      “I’ll have to get back to you on that idea,” I grunted, gritting my teeth as I executed a sharp turn at almost full speed. The car tilted slightly, throwing my center of gravity to the side before leveling out again. “For now, let’s focus on getting Leon back.

      I couldn’t quite find it in me to have a lighthearted conversation when the thought of Leon being in danger kept surfacing to the forefront of my mind. I supposed Holm was smart to try to distract from the situation. Worrying about it while we made the drive wouldn’t do us any good. On the other hand, it felt wrong to laugh and joke about silly things when our victim was in grave peril.

      It was a relief when we finally arrived at the yacht club. The parking lot faced a large building that I assumed must be some kind of lounge. Beyond it, I could see the actual marina where all the boats were docked. It seemed like Mason wasn’t the only one partying that evening, because I could see multicolored lights glowing from one of the other boats.

      Nina pulled into the parking space right beside us, and the three of us all hurried out of our cars.

      “Bad news,” Nina announced as she slammed her door shut. Her phone was in her hand, and she frowned down at it in obvious dismay. “I’m having trouble finding a boat for us to take out there.”

      “You’re having trouble finding a boat?” I asked her flatly. “In Miami?”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes. “Technically there are plenty, but even the earliest available captain said it would be half an hour if we wanted him to bring his boat to us here, maybe a little more.”

      “Time we definitely don’t have,” I muttered in frustration. “What about the Coast Guard?”

      “Same difference,” Nina replied. “I called them on the way here, and they’re on their way. I could call them back and tell them we need a lift, but I imagine that’ll take a little time as well.”

      “That might be our best option,” I muttered as I looked over at the building. It was late, and I wasn’t sure what their operating hours were. We could just rent one of the yachts, I supposed, but even then, we’d get held up doing paperwork, assuming they were open and had boats available.

      “Let’s commandeer one,” Holm suggested as he pointed over to the yacht with all the brightly colored lights.

      “Commandeer?” Nina repeated, blinking at him slowly. “As in steal one?”

      “It’s not stealing,” Holm argued. “We need it to save a baby. And we’re going to give it back, assuming Marston doesn’t wreck it.”

      “Assuming what now?” Nina sputtered.

      “Come on,” Holm urged as he turned to head toward the marina. “We don’t have time to waste!”

      That much I could agree on. And honestly, Holm had a point. It wasn’t like we were trying to boatjack anyone. Leon Mason was in danger, and we needed to get to him as quickly as possible.

      The three of us ran over the large, grassy lawn that sprawled over the entrance to the property. As we got closer to the water, I could hear music blasting from a set of speakers on the yacht. A bunch of kids in swimsuits were playing around on the deck, dancing and chugging plastic cups of what I assumed was alcohol.

      “Uh oh!” one of the kids guffawed as he pointed his index finger toward us. “The cops are here!”

      “FBI!” Nina yelled as she pulled her badge out of her pocket. The kid who’d pointed us out fumbled the cup in his hand, spilling half of its contents as he stared at Nina with alarm.

      “Oh, crap,” he yelled. “It actually is the cops!” There was a flurry of panic as the kids all fell silent, some of them rushing around the deck of the boat. At one point, a girl in a blue bikini suddenly grabbed a case of beer and chucked it over the side of the boat and into the water.

      “What are you doing?” a different girl hissed at her before turning to flash us a strained smile.

      “What… was that?” Holm asked slowly, his eyes moving from the kids down to the spot on the water where ripples could still be seen.

      “Nothing,” one of the kids replied.

      “Soda,” another quickly amended. “It was just Coke.”

      “So why did you throw it into the water?” Nina asked, raising her eyebrow. “You kids know that dumping trash into bodies of water is illegal in Florida, right?”

      Someone had turned the music off by that point, and all the kids fell silent at her question. As I looked at them, I realized that they all seemed pretty young, maybe even too young to be drinking, which would explain why they’d all panicked at the sight of Nina’s badge. Maybe that could work in our favor.

      “How old are you?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest. The way that they all went white as ghosts told me everything I needed to know.

      “I’m twenty-two!” one of the boys called out as he hurried to the front of the deck. “This is my father’s yacht. We’re just, uh, having a little party.”

      “I can see that,” Nina called back, her eyes shrewd as she analyzed the group of kids. “And you’re all over twenty-one?”

      The kids fell silent again, several of them exchanging worried looks with one another.

      “Um…” the kid at the front of the boat muttered sheepishly.

      “They all look like adults to me,” I called out as I stepped closer to the yacht. The boy in charge turned to look at me, his eyes narrowed, as though he was trying to figure out where my comment was headed. “Which is why I’m sure they won’t have an issue with us using their boat.”

      “Wait, what?” the kid in charge uttered, sheer confusion reflected in his eyes as he blinked at me.

      “We have an emergency situation on our hands,” Nina explained. “A child’s been kidnapped. He’s out on the water, on one of those boats.” She paused and pointed out at a few of the lights in the distance. “We need to get to him before the kidnapper harms him.”

      “Wait,” the kid in charge muttered again. “Hold on a minute. I can’t just–”

      “Hey, Gosse, what’s the penalty for dumping trash?” I called out, shooting the kid a pointed look. It was mean of me to use that as leverage, I supposed, but I was willing to bend the rules if it got us to Leon any sooner. “Sorry, but we saw you throw that stuff overboard. We’ll have to take down everyone’s names, of course, see some IDs, maybe get your statements down at the station.”

      I was mostly bluffing. It wasn’t like littering was a felony, and under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have dragged a bunch of teenagers to the police station for throwing a case of beer off the side of a boat. My thinly veiled threat was obviously working, though, because the kid’s eyes grew about twice in size.

      “No!” he insisted. “It’s fine. You said it’s an emergency, right?”

      “Yes,” Nina replied seriously. “The victim is a baby, and he is in serious danger.”

      “Are you for real?” one of the girls gasped, looking horrified. “Crap, this is insane.”

      “Are you really FBI agents?” a different girl asked, looking skeptical.

      I tried to maintain my composure. We were wasting so much time standing around talking.

      “Yes,” I replied, not bothering to fuss with the nuances between the FBI and MBLIS as I pulled my badge out to show her. Holm and Nina did the same, and that seemed to be enough for all of them. They quickly hopped off the boat as I ran to the helm.

      As soon as the last one was off, I pushed the throttle and sped off toward the yachts in the distance.

      “Which one do you think it is?” Nina asked as she and Holm both came to stand beside me at the helm. There were three boats in the water, all about the same size. “That woman in the apartment said it was white, but they’re all white, I think. It’s hard to see in the dark.”

      “What did she say the name was?” I asked.

      “The Nautilus,” Nina replied.

      “How original,” Holm snorted sarcastically.

      “I can’t see the names yet,” I replied. “Once we get closer, we’ll be able to tell.”

      “What was that?” Nina asked as she suddenly whipped her head around.

      “What?” I called. Between the sound of the water and the hum of the boat motor, I couldn’t hear much of anything else.

      “I thought I heard something back there,” Nina replied, and just as she did, a pair of kids came walking into view from around the side of the cockpit.

      “Hey, where are we going?” one of them asked as he peeked his head into the helm. His jaw dropped with surprise as his eyes landed on the three of us. “Who the heck are you!?”

      “What’s happening?” the girl standing behind him squawked with surprise as she pushed past him.

      “FBI,” Nina explained with a groan as she reached for her badge again. “We need this boat, your friend gave it to us. He said it was his dad’s. Where did you two come from?”

      “We were down below,” the boy explained, his face turning red as he glanced at the girl. “We were, uh, well–”

      “Napping,” the girl cut him off.

      “Right,” the boy replied shakily, his face practically on fire.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Holm grumbled. He glanced out at the boats ahead of us, much closer now, before turning back to the two kids. “Head back down there. Take cover somewhere and don’t come out until one of us comes to get you.”

      “Woah, are we heading into a gunfight or something?” the girl asked, sounding more excited than scared by the prospect.

      “Probably,” I replied honestly.

      “So do what I said, and go back down below,” Holm instructed. “Now. And don’t come back out. Especially if you hear gunshots. Or explosions.”

      “Perry, come on!” the girl urged as she reached out to yank on the boy’s arm. He nodded stiffly before following her back down into the cabin beneath the yacht’s deck.

      “Great,” Nina huffed. “One more thing we have to worry about, a couple of civilians sitting in the belly of the boat we’re about to steer straight into danger.”

      “You’re right,” I muttered, my hands tightening around the boat’s steering wheel. “We can’t put a couple of civilians in danger for the sake of saving another one. Once we get there, one of us has to steer the yacht away from Mason’s.”

      “Wait, you mean one of us has to just stand here babysitting those two?” Holm balked.

      “Either that or we turn around now and drop them off,” I grumbled. “You know I’m right. We can’t risk their lives to save Leon’s. One of us will have to get this boat the heck out of dodge the second that the other two are on board Mason’s yacht.”

      “I’ll do it,” Nina offered begrudgingly. “You’re right. If bullets start to fly, they could get hurt. Once you and Robbie are on board, I’ll take the boat and steer away. Once the Coast Guard gets here, I can join you.” She smiled. “Assuming you two haven’t settled everything by then.”

      “That would be ideal,” I muttered as we got close enough for me to read the names painted on the sides of the yacht. The Nautilus was the one furthest from shore. I lowered the speed on our yacht as we approached it. “We’ll prioritize getting Leon out of there. At least for now, catching Mason is secondary.”

      “Got it,” Holm replied, straightening up as we approached the yacht in question. It didn’t look all that different from the one we’d commandeered, though the party-goers weren’t quite so young. There also seemed to be a lot more women than men.

      “Okay,” Nina whispered as we got closer. “I’ll take over at the helm. You and Robbie hop over. I doubt you’ll be able to sneak on with so many people, but that also means there’s less of a chance that anyone will start anything. Mason might be floundering now, but he’s not stupid. He won’t start waving a gun around in front of all these people.”

      “Want to bet?” Holm muttered as he and I stepped out from behind the helm. Some of the people on the yacht were already looking at us, but none of them seemed too concerned. Maybe it was the alcohol dulling their senses. It looked like everyone was holding a glass or champagne flute.

      “Here we go,” I murmured, casting one last look at both Holm and Nina before taking a running leap toward the other yacht. I landed a little shakily, stumbling for a moment before regaining my balance. Holm followed soon after, and I reached out to steady him by the arm before he could fall.

      “Wow,” one of the ladies on the yacht laughed, clapping at our actions. “Bravo! That looks fun. Oh, where’s it going?” She looked sadly over at the other yacht that Nina was now steering away. “Aw, I wanted to try.”

      “Um… are you guys crashing the party?” a different woman asked. She wore a skimpy, skin-tight dress and was carrying a tray bearing a bottle of champagne and several glasses. The woman in the apartment had mentioned being a ‘bottle girl’, and I wondered if this was the kind of party she’d worked.

      “Maybe.” I grinned at her, hopeful she’d interpret our intrusion as charming rather than alarming. She smirked back instead of screaming, so I supposed it had worked.

      “Well, welcome aboard,” she greeted us with a wink. “I’m sure Freddy won’t notice, anyway. I swear I don’t recognize half the people on board, and everyone is drunk or stoned out of their minds, anyway. Or both.”

      “You don’t recognize them?” I asked, stepping closer. “You work a lot of parties for Frederick Mason?”

      “Oh yeah,” she replied with a nod. “That pay is good, especially if you’re cute like me. And yeah, I dunno if he has a lot of friends or if people just want to suck up to him, but there are new faces at these parties every other night.” She shrugged. “As long as they tip well, though, I’m not complaining.”

      “And where’s Mason right now?” I asked as I took a glance around the deck. This yacht was much bigger than the one we’d ridden out here on, with a whole upper level where I could see more people dancing.

      “Why?” the bottle girl teased. “You here to suck up, too? Is that why you and your friend crashed the party?”

      “No, nothing like that,” I replied. “Actually, we’ve got business with him. He’s been dodging us, so we decided to come and pay him a visit.”

      “Ooh, so you’re one of those,” she replied with a knowing nod. “Scary. You’re a lot cuter than the guys that usually come around looking for him, though.”

      “The guys that usually come around?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you know.” The bottle girl shrugged before surreptitiously looking around. After making sure nobody was listening, she leaned in and lowered her voice. “I don’t know what kind of business you have with him, but you’re not the only guys who come around asking for him.” She shrugged again. “I’ve never seen any of them jump on board from another boat like that, though. Usually they just walk on before we leave the dock.”

      “Is that right?” I asked, my mind spinning with the new influx of information. So Mason was up to something sketchy. That wasn’t surprising in the least, though it did add another layer of mystery to the case.

      “So, now, what do I get?” the bottle girl stepped closer to me, smiling slyly.

      “What?” I raised my eyebrows at her in surprise.

      “Well, I gave you some pretty good gossip.” She pouted as she leaned closer to me, batting her eyelashes. “And against my own boss, too. On his boat. I think I deserve something, don’t you?”

      “Ah–” I stammered, unsure where to take this. I didn’t have time for whatever it was she was thinking, not when we needed to find Leon ASAP.

      “Tell us where Mason is right now, and he’ll take you on a date,” Holm suddenly offered before I could think of anything. I snapped my head around to look at him. “He’s loaded, too. He’s got a rich niece.”

      “Wait–” I interjected, unsure what part of that to address first.

      “Oh, is that so?” the bottle girl cooed as she lifted a hand and pressed it against my chest. “A date might not be so bad. You’re better looking than the usual guys at these parties, all gross old men.”

      “Thank you,” I replied tersely, silently cursing Holm for suggesting this. Now that he’d done it, though, I might as well play along. I quickly schooled my features into something more attractive than the dumb look of surprise I was sure I had on my face. “I wouldn’t mind getting to spend some more time with a woman like you, either.” I smiled at her, expecting her to blush or giggle.

      Instead, she laughed.

      “Ah, I bet that usually works for you, huh?” she chortled, and for a second, I thought I’d somehow screwed it up. She was right, that usually did work, so I wasn’t sure why she was laughing. She raised an eyebrow and held out her hand to me. “Phone.”

      “Oh, sure,” I replied as I reached into my pocket. I didn’t really want her to have my number, and I’d probably block her once we were finished here, but I needed to play along. As she took it from my hands, I resisted the urge to tap my foot with impatience. Mason was here, somewhere, and time was quickly evaporating away.

      “Usually a cheesy line like that would turn me off,” she hummed as she texted herself using my phone. “But you looked so sincere doing it. It was adorable, honestly.” She grinned smugly as she handed me my phone back. “There. Now even if you try to ditch me, I have your number. It’s Devin, by the way.”

      “Elliot,” I lied in response. She paused for a second, casting me a sly look that, somehow, made me think that she knew I was lying.

      “Alright,” she sighed as she set her own phone back into her pocket. She’d balanced that tray of glasses in her hand the entire time we’d been talking, which was impressive in its own right. “Freddy’s down below, in the master cabin, or whatever they call it on boats. Usually he’d be up there,” she pointed up at the highest bridge, “grinding all over some wasted girl, but he brought his baby with him.”

      “You saw the baby?” I asked, my heart jumping into overdrive. “Was he okay? The baby, I mean?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Devin frowned at me in confusion. “He looked okay, I guess? I didn’t really pay attention. I was surprised, honestly. I had no idea Freddy had a wife and kid until they were on the news. He’s always macking on some girl or dragging them down to his lair. Can’t believe he had a wife the whole time.” She shook her head. “And then he brought the baby here, right after the cops rescued it? Wild.”

      “We need to get down there,” I informed her. “What’s the quickest way?”

      “Through there,” Devin replied as she pointed just behind us. “There’s a staircase that leads down to the lower level.”

      “Thanks,” I replied as I looked at Holm and motioned for him to go.

      “Don’t forget to call, Elliot,” Devin called just as the two of us were about to leave.

      I turned to look at her over my shoulder and found that she was grinning slyly again. I pushed the image from my mind as I turned around and followed Holm over to where Devin had indicated. Just as she’d said, there was a staircase set into the floor that led down into the lower portion of the yacht.

      “It’s insane,” Holm grumbled as we pushed past the party-goers and made our way to the stairs. “Even when you fumble and act like an idiot, you somehow still manage to get women to swoon all over you.”

      “It’s not my fault you have no game, Holm,” I teased as we rushed down the steps. “Besides, what do you care? You have Aurora.”

      “If she doesn’t dump me,” he grumbled morosely.

      Before I could say anything in response, we reached the base of the stairs. The noise upstairs had been too loud for us to notice until we were already inside the cabin, but standing down at the other end were three men who all fell silent and turned as they noticed our arrival.

      I recognized one of them immediately as Mason. The other two were strangers, and Devin’s comment about suspicious men coming around to look for Mason echoed in my head. What most caught my attention, though, was the baby lying on one of the pleather couches near the men.

      The relief that flooded through me as I watched Leon Mason wriggle around, his arms and legs kicking as he stared up at the ceiling of the cabin, was indescribable. That relief, of course, didn’t last long. Just a second after we arrived, all three men reached for their sidearms.

      Holm and I did the same, and a second later, the cabin of the yacht exploded into a cacophony of gunfire.
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      “Get the kid!” I yelled to Holm as I jumped to the side, out of the way of the oncoming bullets. I crouched behind a small liquor cabinet that was barely big enough to shield me. When I turned to look at Holm, I saw that he was in a similar position, taking cover.

      Of course, there was no way either of us could get to Leon like this.

      I gritted my teeth in frustration. I considered taking a chance and peeking out over the liquor cabinet, but doing so would expose my head. I wouldn’t be of any help to Leon if I was dead. On the other hand, if we just sat here hiding, Mason could easily kill Leon before we got a chance to get anywhere near him. That thought was enough for me to make up my mind. The second there was a lull in the gunfire coming at us, I popped up from behind the cabinet.

      In the span of just a few seconds, I lifted my gun and fired at the man nearest to me before ducking back down again. I hadn’t even stayed up for long enough to watch him go down, but I could tell by the grunt and thump that followed my shot that I’d gotten him.

      “Stop!” Mason suddenly roared. “Everyone! Just stop firing!”

      I tensed and looked over at Holm, hiding behind the side of a plush leather couch. This could be some kind of trick, or it could be our chance to strike back.

      “What!?” the goon with him balked. “But he just shot Valencia! You want us to just stand here!?”

      “I want you to use your brain!” Mason hissed, and I could hear the fury seeping through every word he spoke. “There are dozens of people upstairs! You want them all to come down here to investigate after hearing gunshots? Or worse, call the police!?”

      Now that he mentioned that, I wondered if anyone upstairs had heard the ruckus just now. The music had been blasting pretty loudly, and that mixed with the sound of the water might have been enough to drown out the gunshots, but what if someone had heard? If some drunk civvie wandered down here out of curiosity, things were going to get even more complicated. I turned to look at Holm again, and he lifted his gun slightly before nodding in the direction that Mason and the other goon were standing. He was suggesting that we use the momentary ceasefire to attack.

      “Come on out, agents,” Mason taunted. “I’m sure we can all come up with a way to settle this calmly before anyone else gets hurt.”

      I nodded to Holm and readjusted the grip I had on my sidearm. Then the two of us jumped to our feet and pointed our weapons at Mason and his cohort. We both froze, however, the second our eyes landed on them. Mason was standing exactly where I’d last seen him, except now he was holding Leon in his arms.

      “Like I said,” Mason smiled wickedly, “I’m sure there’s a way we can settle this peacefully. Right, agents?”

      I unleashed a torrent of curses inside my head as I watched him cradle Leon, knowing there was nothing affectionate about the way he was holding him.

      “Using a baby as a human shield?” Holm scoffed bitterly. “We’ve dealt with a lot of rotten people in this line of work, Mason, but that might be a new low.”

      “Let’s just kill them!” the goon snarled, flexing his hands as he paced back and forth. “Just look at what they did to Valenica, man! They killed him!”

      “So what?” Mason snorted. “That just means that now you’ll get twice as much since you’ll get to keep his share of the deal, too. You should be thanking the nice agents.”

      “What!?” the thug stared at Mason in disbelief, jaw hanging open in shock at the other man’s cruel remark.

      “That’s how business works,” Mason muttered as he turned his cruel glare onto Leon. “Sometimes you have to make sacrifices to get ahead. Step on a few toes.”

      “Murder your own family?” I added sarcastically. “Do you always bring your son along to your drug deals? Or whatever it was you three were up to when we arrived?”

      “None of your business,” the goon grunted.

      “Now, now, let’s not start snapping at each other’s necks,” Mason drawled. “We’re all adults here. We can settle this like businessmen.” He grinned at us, and I had to steel myself against giving into the urge to lunge at him. If I was fast, maybe I could snatch Leon away from him. I might have to take a bullet to do it, but I’d been shot before.

      Then again, as I’d learned fairly recently, babies were excessively delicate. What if Mason dropped him before I could get a hold of him? Even a short fall could injure a child that small.

      For now, we’d have to stall until a better opportunity presented itself.

      “Hand the baby over to us,” I bargained. “Then we can talk.”

      “Ha!” Mason cackled derisively. “Come on, Agent Holm. You think I’m an idiot?”

      “I’m Agent Holm, actually,” Holm corrected, sounding a little affronted at the mistake.

      “I really don’t give a crap,” Mason scoffed. “Neither one of you is important enough for me to bother remembering.” He shook his head. “You two could have been so useful to me. If those idiots hadn’t screwed everything up, then the two of you would have found Lizbeth and Leon’s bodies in that cellar. You would have concluded that it was a ransom attempt gone horribly, horribly wrong, and this entire thing would have been over in a matter of days.” He glared down at Leon. “And I wouldn’t have had to resort to throwing my own son off the side of a yacht.”

      Disgust and horror swelled within me, mingling together and raising the hairs on my arms. I couldn’t believe that Mason could say something like that so casually. This was his own child he was talking about! The fact that he was revealing so much concerned me as well. Usually, a perp wouldn’t go on like this unless they had no intentions of letting us leave alive.

      “How could you do that to your own family?” I asked, both to get answers and to stall for time. Nina was nearby, and the Coasties would be arriving at any moment. We just needed to hold out until reinforcements came. “All for what? That girl in your apartment?”

      “Girl?” Mason frowned at me, sounding genuinely confused. “Oh, Tara. Or was it Jenny that I asked to meet me later?” He laughed sardonically. “It’s hard to keep them straight, to be honest. They’re all so similar. No brains, but then again, that’s not why I keep them around.”

      “Charming,” Holm grumbled. “That girl we met seemed pretty convinced that you and her were going to run off into the sunset, live happily ever after.”

      “She’s as delusional as the two of you,” Mason shot back. “Why the hell would I go through all the trouble of getting rid of Lizbeth and this little brat just to shack up with someone else?”

      For some reason, his revelation made me even angrier. Killing off his family to run off with some younger girl was already abhorrent enough, but now it seemed that Mason had decided to kill them for basically no reason.

      “Why not just divorce her?” I asked icily, adjusting my grip again. My palms were sweaty, and though I didn’t dare shoot while Leon was in Mason’s arms, I couldn’t drop my guard. “Why not just kick her out if you wanted to play around with a bunch of different women instead?”

      “And let her take half of my things!?” Mason roared, his face twisting up into a furious scowl. “Assuming she didn’t take it all! I know how biased judges are! They would have given her everything in the divorce! My apartment! My business! All of my money! Child support! Alimony! She would have taken me for everything I’m worth! It’s BS! I’m the one who worked hard for everything I have! I’m the one who built it all up from the ground! There wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to let that cow have a single cent!”

      For a few seconds, I was stunned speechless. Throughout his entire rant, Mason only ever referred to everything as ‘his’. He obviously had no love or respect for his wife or his kid, all made worse by the fact that Lizbeth seemed to be a devoted wife and mother from what I’d seen of her. She’d asked for Mason and her son first thing when she woke up at the hospital, and she’d been through hell and back to defend Leon from the kidnappers, all while Mason was behind everything.

      Still, I nodded along as Mason continued his unhinged rant. As he went on, Holm caught my attention with the tiniest nod of his head. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. He looked down at the pistol in my hands, and then up at the goon.

      I frowned. Did Holm want me to shoot him? Why? Holm nodded again, then darted his eyes over to Mason and Leon. It was obvious that he was planning something, but I couldn’t quite figure out what. I trusted my partner, though, so if he had something he wanted to try, I’d go with it.

      “Of course, no matter how many men I sent after her, she wouldn’t die!” Mason exclaimed. Leon started to whine, probably upset by Mason’s voice or the way he was being slung around in his arm. “Shut up!” Mason raised his gun suddenly, like he was going to use it to hit Leon.

      “Stop!” I yelled, lurching a step forward. Both Mason and the other man turned their guns on me at the same time.

      “You stay right where you are,” Mason warned.

      “Fine,” I bit back angrily. “We can talk it out. But you need to hand over the kid, Mason. What do you think is going to happen here, Mason? You think we came here without any backup? How are you going to explain a dead child and two dead federal agents in the cabin of your yacht?”

      That finally seemed to rattle him a bit, because his face fell. He opened his mouth as though to respond, but just as he did, a sound like static came from above us.

      “This is the Coast Guard,” a booming, slightly robotic sounding voice declared.

      The second he heard it, Holm turned to look at me and nodded. I took that as my cue to carry out the plan and lifted my gun. Rather than pointing it at Mason, though, I pointed it at the other thug. I pulled the trigger and hit him square in the chest. His eyes went wide with shock as he stumbled backward and dropped his gun to press his hands to his bleeding chest.

      Mason had lifted his own firearm when I shot his companion, and now had it pointed directly at me, which gave Holm the golden opportunity to rush at him. He leapt over the couch and lunged straight at Mason, ripping Leon away from him as all three of them fell into a heap on the floor of the cabin. I winced as I watched them go down, worried they might crush the baby.

      As I ran toward them to assist, though, I realized that Holm had rolled at the last moment to keep from squishing Leon. He was now curled around him, protecting the baby with his own body but, in the process, leaving himself open to attack. Mason didn’t hesitate to seize on the opportunity and lifted his gun to shoot at Holm. I swung my own pistol around at him before he could fire and pulled the trigger.

      The haste with which I’d fired caused my aim to suffer, and my bullet wound up grazing Mason’s side. He screamed in pain but didn’t drop his gun. That did, however, make him abandon Holm and Leon to point his sidearm at me instead. Holm took the opportunity to scramble to his feet and away from Mason, while I jumped to the side, out of the line of fire.

      The bullet missed and smashed into a light fixture behind me, sending shards of glass raining down onto the floor of the cabin and plunging part of it into darkness. Holm jumped back over the couch and ran back toward me, crouching as he tried to cover Leon with his body. Mason once again turned his attention off me and onto them.

      “No!” I yelled, rushing forward to block them without thinking twice. The yacht was pretty big by boat standards, but it was still a confined space, and there was very little room for us to move. I couldn’t let Holm get shot in the back while he was carrying Leon, so my instincts had kicked in before I could actually think my actions through.

      I hissed with pain as the bullet tore through my arm, forcing me to drop my gun. I looked down as it clattered to the floor and slid off beneath one of the couches and tried to flex my fingers. They moved, but barely, like I was trying to drag them through thick mud.

      My first thought was that this really wasn’t good. My second was that I was still in the path of Mason’s gun.

      “Get him out of here!” I yelled to Holm as Mason lifted his sidearm again. I doubted I could grab my gun from where it had fallen beneath the couch in time, and there was nowhere for me to run inside the cabin. If I jumped to the side or ran for cover, Holm and Leon would be exposed. I tensed as Mason pulled the trigger again, an evil grin on his face, and braced for the pain.

      The pain never came. When Mason pulled the trigger, the only thing that followed was a short click. The smug smile slid right off his face as he realized that the gun was empty.

      “What?” he mumbled as he blinked down at the gun. He looked up at me for a second before quickly reaching into his pocket. Whether he was going for another gun or another clip, I wasn’t about to let him finish.

      I rushed forward and punched him in the face with my uninjured hand. The blow was a little awkward, since I was using my non-dominant hand, but rocked him enough to stop him from grabbing whatever he was going for. I clocked him once more in the jaw before turning to check on Holm, just in time to see his feet disappear up out of the cabin. Knowing now that he and Leon were out of harm’s way, I turned back to Mason.

      I barely had time to duck out of the way as he snatched a book off the shelf behind him to throw at me. He reached back and grabbed something else, a half-finished bottle of whiskey, and lobbed that at me, too. I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge that, and stars danced in front of my eyes as it struck me on the side of the head.

      I groaned with pain as I stumbled backward, my vision spinning. I tried to blink away the dizziness as I looked up at Mason. He was grabbing something else off the wall now, though I couldn’t quite make out what. There was a dart board beside him, and for a second, I thought he might grab the darts and start chucking those at me. When he finally turned around, though, I realized he’d taken something far sharper and more deadly off the wall.

      In his hands was a massive, decorative harpoon. At least, I assumed it must be for decoration and not for actual use, judging by its age. It looked very old, made of polished wood that had long gone dull and black, thick metal that had long since rusted. It probably wouldn’t last very long if someone tried to use it to fish, but I could tell that, old or not, it was still pretty dang sharp.

      My vision started to clear as Mason lunged at me with the harpoon, but my legs still felt watery as I scuffled out of the way. Mason was unrelenting, though, and kept thrusting the harpoon at me. I couldn’t even get close enough to hit him without getting within stabbing range. At one point, he managed to snag the side of my sleeve with the harpoon, causing my shirt to rip as I scrambled away from him.

      “Hey!” Holm’s voice suddenly called right as Mason was about to strike again. I turned toward the sound and spotted him standing back at the base of the stairs, Leon nowhere in sight. His call was quickly followed by an ear-splitting bang as Holm fired his gun at Mason. The small area of the cabin filled with the noise, causing my ears to ring. Mason’s shout was drowned out by the ringing in my ears as the bullet hit his arm. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the arm that was actually holding the harpoon.

      “Marston, move!” Holm yelled.

      Mason snarled up at him, his eyes ablaze with a murderous fire. He reared back and lobbed the harpoon at Holm at the same moment that Holm fired again. Once more, the sound of the gunshot going off in the confined space caused my ears to ring painfully. I winced at the sensation, screwing my eyes shut against the pain. When I opened them again, I felt my blood run cold. Though Holm had hit Mason, Mason had managed to hit Holm as well.

      The end of the harpoon was sticking out of my partner’s ribs.
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      “No!” I screamed as I rushed toward Holm. He fell to his knees, and I barely got to him in time to keep him from flopping onto the ground. I grunted from pain and exertion as I struggled to figure out how I should lay him down. The harpoon was sticking out at an odd angle, and I didn’t want to inadvertently cause it to go deeper.

      Behind us, Mason grunted with pain. He was bleeding from the wounds in his chest and arm now, breathing heavily as he struggled to stay on his feet. We locked eyes, and for a second, he just glared viciously at me. Then he pressed a hand to his bleeding gunshot wound and started limping away, circling around me and Holm to get to the stairs. He was so hurt that he could barely shuffle away, and I could have caught him easily, but I wasn’t about to leave Holm on the floor, impaled and bleeding.

      “It’s… just a scratch,” Holm huffed as I helped him onto his back, the harpoon jutting out of him grotesquely. “Probably didn’t even hit any organs.”

      “Shut up,” I replied curtly. “Stop talking and conserve your energy. The Coasties are here, right? They’ll come and help in a second, just lie still.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Holm grunted, wincing with pain. “Go and get Mason.”

      “Someone else will grab him,” I replied, more concerned with finding someone to come help Holm than I was with catching Mason at that point.

      “It’s a mess up there,” Holm insisted. “With all those drunk people. I handed Leon off to one of them and told them to keep him safe, but–” He paused, screwing his eyes shut tightly. “Ugh, Mason’s not stupid. He might try to sneak away with the crowd. The Coasties might just think he’s another drunk party guest.”

      “Crap,” I muttered as I looked away from him to glance up the stairs. Mason had left the door open on his way out, and I could see people in bathing suits stumbling around in confusion. “Alright. I’m gonna go and see what’s going on. Stay here, okay? I’m sure the Coasties brought at least one medic. I’ll send him your way.”

      “I’ll wait here,” Holm grumbled, wincing again.

      I pursed my lips as I jumped to my feet. My own arm was aching horribly from the gunshot, but I ignored the throbbing pain as I hurried up the stairs. Despite what Holm had said about things being a mess, it looked like the Coast Guard had pretty much everything under control. They had organized all the party goers into groups and appeared to be taking down information.

      I glanced around as I walked across the deck, searching for Mason, Nina, or a medic, whoever I happened to spot first. I wound up noticing the former two just a moment later when Nina’s voice reached my ears.

      “Stop!” she suddenly shouted. Her cry was quickly followed by the sound of a gunshot. Chaos broke out around the yacht as people panicked at the noise. The Coasties all jumped to attention, either calming the frantic civilians or trying to figure out where the sound had come from.

      I’d already spotted them, though, standing near the bow of the yacht. Mason was holding a gun, and he was locked in a fierce struggle with Nina. She had a tight grip on both his wrists as she tried to prevent him from shooting again.

      I raced over to them, regretful now that I’d rushed out of the cabin without searching for my gun first. I’d been so focused on finding help for Holm ASAP that I’d run up to the deck without bothering to grab it first.

      “Hey!” I shouted to get Mason’s attention. He looked away from Nina and over at me. The momentary distraction gave Nina the opportunity she needed to kick him.

      Mason yelled as the leg she had just kicked buckled under him. I thought for sure that he would drop the gun as he crumpled to his knees, but to my surprise, he somehow managed to maintain his grip on it. As he fell, he dragged the pistol down lower, so when he pulled the trigger, the bullet struck Nina point blank in the shoulder.

      She screamed as she flew backward away from him, in part due to the force of the gunshot and in part out of reflex. She stumbled away from him, gripping her shoulder tightly. I hesitated mid-stride for just a second as I considered going for her instead of Mason. At the last moment, though, I decided to go after Mason as I originally intended. He was still holding the gun with his uninjured hand, and even if I went to check on Nina now, he could still shoot us.

      He tried doing just that a split second before I reached him, but as he had to stand back up to shoot her again, I tackled him to the ground. The pain in my arm grew in intensity as I shoved him down. I punched him once in the cheek, but before I could hit him again, something hard and solid struck me in the side.

      I grunted with pain and tensed against the blow. It came again, and I realized that Mason was hitting me with the butt of the pistol he was holding. I reached out to grab it, but that left me open to assault from the front, since I only had one arm at my disposal.

      Luckily, Mason was in the same predicament, so for several seconds, the two of us just stayed locked in a fierce standoff. After a little while, my hand started to shake from the strain, and I knew I was eventually going to lose my grip on the gun.

      Realizing that I needed to do something fast, I forced the hand of my injured arm to ball into a fist. Just that small action was agonizing, but eventually, I managed to push past the pain to punch him again. The blow wasn’t anything impressive, but it was all I could manage under the circumstances. It was also enough for Mason’s grip on the gun to loosen just the slightest bit.

      The moment I felt his hand go slack, I yanked the gun out of his reach and quickly tossed it to the side. I turned back to Mason, but before I could do anything else, he suddenly reached up and grabbed my injured arm.

      White hot pain shot up my shoulder and down to my wrist as he tightened his grip right at the gunshot wound, twisting brutally. The pain was enough to make me nauseous, my vision darkening around the edges as I fought to maintain control of myself.

      A second later, though, Mason shoved me away. I fell onto my side, another fresh wave of pain tearing through me as I landed directly on my arm.

      “Marston!” Nina called out as she half-crawled and half-dragged herself over to me. “Here, lean on me.” She hooked an arm around my shoulders to prop me up as she got to the balls of her feet.

      Before either of us could stand up, though, Mason’s shadow darkened the dim moonlight shining above us. I looked up to find him looming over us, gun back in hand. He was shaking, his shoulders rising and falling as he breathed heavily. He looked a complete wreck, and I imagined I probably looked no better.

      I clenched my jaw as he grinned smugly down at us. Only Nina’s shoulder was hurt, so she probably could have gotten up and run, but I knew she wouldn’t just abandon me. As for me, though there was nothing wrong with my legs, the pain from my gunshot wound as well as the residual dizziness from getting whacked over the head with the glass bottle earlier had my head spinning.

      “I might not be walking away from this,” Mason exhaled heavily. “But if I go down, I’m sure as hell taking you down with me.” It felt as though time slowed to a crawl as I watched his finger twitch against the trigger. Just one little squeeze and one of us was getting shot.

      “Marston!” Holm’s voice suddenly brought me crashing back to the present. I turned toward the sound of his voice just in time to see something flying at me. Though every muscle in my body felt like it was on fire, I still reacted reflexively, reaching out to catch the object flying at me. As my hands closed around it, I realized that it was the same harpoon that Mason had used to spear Holm down in the cabin. It vaguely occurred to me that Holm probably shouldn’t be on his feet and launching harpoons around, but I shelved the thought for later.

      Gripping my newly acquired weapon tightly, I lurched toward Mason. He’d gone still for just a moment when Holm yelled, turning to glance at him in surprise. By the time he looked back down at me, it was too late.

      I plunged the harpoon through Mason’s chest with as much force as I could summon, surprising even myself with my brute strength. Just moments ago I’d felt completely spent on energy while we were wrestling for the gun, but I’d somehow drawn up enough strength to run him through with the antique harpoon.

      A glob of blood sprayed from Mason’s mouth as he coughed. I turned my head to the side and released my grip on the harpoon, scuttling away from him as he continued to cough up blood. He stared down at his chest in disbelief, his hands hovering inches from the harpoon. He touched the wooden side of it gingerly, as though marveling at it. Then he looked up at me, his expression a mixture of fear and confusion.

      He blinked once, and then he flopped forward. The harpoon impaled into him further as he inadvertently fell directly onto it. He didn’t move at all after that, and the steadily growing puddle of blood beneath him indicated to me that he likely wouldn’t be moving ever again.

      A loud thump caught my attention, and when I turned to look back at Holm, I was alarmed to see him back on the ground, wincing with pain as he pressed a hand to his ribs. The site of his injury was almost the same as Mason’s, though in Holm’s case the harpoon had barely punctured him, whereas with Mason, it had gone clean through his entire body.

      “Come on,” Nina encouraged as she helped me to my feet.

      I didn’t think I needed her help and was about to tell her so, but quickly changed my mind when I nearly fell straight back down. It seemed that last surge of adrenaline had used up the last reserve of energy my body possessed, and now it was shutting down in protest.

      The two of us shuffled over to Holm just as a couple of Coasties came running.

      “Frederick Mason is over there,” I grumbled as I lazily pointed at the deck behind us. A small part of me bitterly thought that they could have shown up a bit sooner, during the actual fight, but as I took stock of what had happened, I realized the entire encounter had only lasted a minute or two. Things seemed to take a lot longer when you were fighting for your life and staring down the barrel of a gun.

      I plopped to my knees beside Holm, who had repositioned himself on the flat of his back.

      “That was quite a throw,” I remarked as a Coastie toting a medical bag came to check on Holm. “What if you’d hit me with the harpoon, though?”

      “I didn’t, did I?” Holm laughed, his voice airy.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” the Coastie noted before yelling for someone else to come and help.

      “Why a harpoon?” Nina groaned as she sat down beside us. “Of all the things… Robbie, don’t you have a gun?”

      “The harpoon was… already in my hands,” Holm replied, his teeth chattering. “I saw him pointing that gun at you and didn’t think, to be honest.”

      “Throw harpoons first, ask questions later,” I snorted. “Well, I guess it worked out for us, so good job.”

      “What matters is that Lizbeth and Leon are safe now,” Nina added as she glanced over to where Mason’s body was still lying motionless on the stern of the boat. “No more hitmen. No more kidnappers.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a small smile. “It’s over.”
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      Nina winced as she got into her car. Shoulder injuries were such a pain to deal with. Just getting showered and dressed had been a nightmare, since the slightest movement caused little pinpricks of pain to bounce all over her neck and arm and back. She also wasn’t supposed to get the bandages wet, which made showering an interesting affair. Half inside and half out, twisting around as she struggled to get clean while somehow, miraculously, keeping her wound out of the path of the water had resulted in a shower that somehow left her still feeling tense and sweaty by the end.

      As she checked her mirrors and switched on the ignition, she resolved to look up some tips once she got back home. Surely she wasn’t the first person to ever struggle after a shoulder injury. There had to be less tedious ways of doing things.

      All of that was easy to brush aside when she remembered who she was off to meet, though. Nina grinned just thinking about it.

      It had been several days now since their confrontation with Frederick Mason on his yacht. Mason hadn’t survived the night, which wasn’t surprising, given that Ethan had literally speared him like a fish.

      Nina hadn’t been broken up about it. As far as she was concerned, the world hadn’t lost anything of value when Mason died. If anything, it had gotten that much better, especially where Lizbeth and Leon were concerned.

      Both were recovering nicely, and as Nina drove to the place where she’d agreed to meet up with Ethan, she thought back to the day the two of them had been reunited. Lizbeth was still very weak, of course, and could barely lift her head, let alone move her arms. The moment her eyes had landed on Leon, though, it was like she’d been filled with renewed strength.

      Of course, breaking the news to her about Mason had been heart-wrenching. Nina grimaced and tightened her grip on the steering wheel as the look on Lizbeth’s face replayed on a loop in her mind. She hadn’t believed it at first, obviously. Who could possibly swallow the information that their husband had made a plot to murder them and their infant child without protest? There’d been a lot of screaming and a lot of tears, but in the end, Lizbeth had thanked Nina and the MBLIS agents for saving her and Leon’s lives.

      It had been a bittersweet victory to be sure, but Nina felt satisfied nonetheless. All that mattered, ultimately, was that the two victims were out of harm’s way.

      Nina winced again as she slowly got out of her car twenty minutes later. She and Ethan had arranged to meet at a sports bar located half the distance between either of them. Nina didn’t actually live in Miami, since the FBI office was on the northern outskirts of the city, so meeting in the middle was the best option. They’d invited Robbie as well, of course, given that he was as integral a part of the case as they were, but he’d quickly declined, citing his own injuries as his reason for passing.

      Out of the three of them, his injuries had been the most severe. Even though she and Ethan had both been shot, Robbie’d had one of his intestines punctured by the harpoon. It was astonishing that he’d even managed to pull it out and toss it to Ethan during that final fight. That being said, Nina got the feeling that his declining of the invitation had less to do with his injuries and more to do with not wanting to be a third wheel.

      The bar was just a normal, chain sports bar, the kind where families frequently came to have full meals. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it wasn’t a dive, either. Regardless, Nina would have been fine in any case. All she really cared about was having a chance to sit down and talk with Ethan. It had been so long since they’d seen each other, and they’d barely had a chance to exchange two words that didn’t have to do with the case.

      Ethan was already in the bar when she arrived. Nina spotted him at once, sitting at a table off to the side and watching one of the televisions mounted over the serving bar in the center of the building. He was easy to spot, being so tall and broad. There was something about his very presence that called attention, too. Maybe it was his military background. Nina couldn’t be sure, but even just sitting there staring at the TV, he somehow looked imposing.

      She walked over to his table, smiling when he tore his eyes away from the screen to look at her.

      “There you are,” he greeted her as he turned in his seat to face her fully as she sat down.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Nina replied as she slipped her bag off her shoulder, scrunching her nose as the movement caused her other shoulder to move in a painful way. “Ow. Took me a little longer than I expected to get ready.”

      “Shoulder still bothering you?” Ethan asked, his eyebrows knitting together with concern.

      “Yes,” Nina replied honestly, grumbling as she reached up to gently massage her shoulder. “He did shoot me point blank. I guess I should consider myself lucky it was my shoulder and not my neck. Or my head.” She pursed her lips at the thought. Just a few inches in a different direction and she wouldn’t be here, having this conversation with Ethan. “What about you? How are you and Robbie doing?”

      “I’m alright,” Ethan replied with a shrug as he lifted his arm up. “Bullet went through cleanly, so there was no need to dig it out or anything. Still stings like heck but nothing I can’t manage.”

      “You know, you don’t always have to put on the tough guy act,” Nina teased as she noticed a waiter approaching them. “Every time you get hurt, I swear, you go on about how you’ve ‘had worse’.”

      “Well, it’s true!” Ethan chuckled as a waiter arrived to take their order. They both opted to go slow for the time being. Ethan ordered a beer while Nina ordered a vodka cranberry, and they both decided on a plate of nachos to share. After the waiter had left to put their order in, Nina turned her attention back to Ethan.

      “What were we talking about?” She murmured. “Right, you always pretending you’re invincible, acting like bullets don’t faze you.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Ethan countered. “But I have been shot a lot. And I actually have been through worse. Like the time I got shot in the chest. That was a gunshot wound worth worrying about.”

      “When did that happen?” Nina asked, surprised by the news.

      “A while back,” Ethan explained. “At my usual bar, actually. This lunatic weapons smuggler who decided he was going to hold a personal grudge against me after I took down his little gang. He was so desperate to get back at me that he took the whole bar hostage. I got everyone out safely, thankfully, but not before taking a bullet right here.” I pointed to the spot on my chest where I’d been hit.

      “Wow,” Nina exhaled. “That sounds scary. Do you deal with a lot of vindictive perps coming after you?”

      “Yes,” Ethan deadpanned, his face falling into a frown as he leaned back and crossed his arms. “We’re dealing with one right now, actually. She’s out of her mind.”

      “Oh?” Nina prompted, her interest piqued. “What’s she so mad about? What did you do?”

      “I have no idea,” Ethan replied with exasperation. “That’s the most frustrating part. She’s actually a former MBLIS agent.”

      “What!?” Nina balked.

      “Yeah,” Ethan replied. “It’s a long story, but basically it came out that she joined the agency for the express purpose of getting revenge on us. None of us have figured out what she wants revenge for, though.”

      “Wait, seriously?” Nina grumbled, her eyebrows knitting together thoughtfully. She hummed to herself as she leaned back in her seat. If this was her case, and she needed to figure out the perp’s motive, where would she start?

      “Well… you must have arrested her,” Nina suggested. “That’s the only reason someone would hold a grudge against you, right? Your job is to stop people from doing bad things.”

      “I definitely would remember arresting her,” Ethan snorted. “Or at least meeting her. The first time I ever interacted with her was at the office, right after she joined. She was barely more than a kid. I hardly think she’s some criminal mastermind that we foiled, no matter how smart she is.”

      “Well, what about a family member?” Nina asked with a shrug, and Ethan’s eyes lit up for a moment before they dimmed.

      “Well… that could be anyone, then,” Ethan grumbled. “We’ve arrested and killed dozens of people over the years. There're countless options for people she might be related to.”

      “True,” Nina sighed, “but I still think that’s the most likely answer. Maybe she was Viper’s girlfriend or something.”

      “Ugh,” Ethan made a noise of pronounced disgust. “The very last thing I ever want to think about is Viper’s love life. You make a good point, though. I guess it’s possible she is related to someone we arrested or killed.”

      “Someone you arrested or killed,” Nina amended. “You said her beef is with you specifically, right? So that narrows it down a little.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Diane about it,” Ethan groaned as he lifted a hand and ran it through his hair. “We need to catch her as soon as possible. If she is related to someone, maybe we can use that to figure out what she’s planning.”

      “Glad I could be of help,” Nina remarked as the waiter arrived with their food and drinks. After passing everything out and setting the nachos down on the table, he quickly took his leave again, off to tend to the other people in the crowded bar.

      “Holm’s okay too, by the way,” Ethan suddenly mentioned. “You asked about him a second ago, but I went off on a tangent about Agent Hariska. He’s fine. He was bragging about his new surgical scar at the office the other day.”

      “He’s already back at the office?” Nina raised her eyebrows. “After his intestines got all scrambled?”

      “He’s not one to give up easily,” Ethan replied with a small, fond smile, “or to sit still for long. Diane’s got him on desk duty for a while, but I still think he prefers the office to just sitting around, despite how much he whines about not having time to go fishing.”

      “That’s good,” Nina replied before taking a sip of her drink.

      “Yeah,” Ethan agreed, his face falling slightly as he plucked one of the nachos out of the basket. “So… about the formula. Did you ever find anything out?”

      “Oh,” Nina murmured, her own expression growing dark. “Yeah, we looked into it. And yeah, it looks like Mason was responsible for that, as well.”

      Ethan was referring to a recent case that MBLIS had taken on, involving a batch of tainted baby formula that had endangered the lives of countless infants across the nation when it was mistakenly shipped out. The formula, which had been laced with cocaine, had somehow gotten mixed in with the genuine tubs of baby food. During the investigation, Ethan and Robbie had concluded that the mix-up had been accidental, but a closer look into Mason’s bank records had proved otherwise.

      “Naturally, once we realized that he was the one making payments to the hitmen, we decided to look further into it,” Nina explained as she tapped her finger lightly against the side of her glass. “That weird connection to the kidnappers from Trinidad and Tobago had never sat right with me. It was just so random, you know? And it seemed like a really big coincidence once you told me about the other case you worked. I mean, two cases both involving drug traffickers from Trinidad and Tobago and both involving babies?” Nina smiled ruefully and shook her head. “Mason was the one bankrolling the group that manufactured the tainted formula.”

      “Southside, right?” Ethan asked. “I think that’s what their name was. The structure of their group is weird, since apparently they don’t really have leaders?” He shook his head. “Sounds like a recipe for disaster, which might be one of the reasons we were able to take down that particular faction so easily.”

      “Yeah.” Nina nodded. “And there was more. We were able to get warrants to dig through basically all of his stuff, including emails, texts, and call records.” She bit her lip as fury pulsed through her. “It was his idea. The whole thing! There was no accident. He arranged to have those tainted tubs pushed through. That way, when he killed Leon, he could blame it on the poisoned formula.” She shook her head, her face heating up just at the thought. “He was willing to kill countless other children all to cover up the murder of his own son!”

      “It obviously didn’t work,” Ethan scoffed. “Leon is still alive. So he caused all that mayhem with the formula for no reason.”

      “Yeah,” Nina murmured. “According to what I read, his plan was to kill Lizbeth after and make it look like she committed suicide for the death of their son. It all fell apart, though, when Lizbeth decided to switch to a different brand or something. I’m not exactly sure what happened, because all the messages from that time were just Mason rambling about how stupid she was for ruining his plans and how he needed to come up with a different plan now.”

      “Which would be when he hatched that kidnapping scheme,” Ethan added. “I have to hand it to him, it wasn’t a terrible idea. He timed it so everyone would see her being dragged away by masked men right in front of him. Who would ever suspect that he was behind the whole thing after he played the role of the frantic, desperate husband like that?”

      “Yeah, too bad for him, Lizbeth is made of stronger stuff than him,” Nina spat. “She didn’t die even when they shot her. She kept fighting, all to keep Leon safe.”

      “And they are safe now,” Ethan reminded her with a small smile, probably noticing how worked up she was getting. “Mason won’t ever be able to hurt them again, and since they were still married, she and Leon will be set for life.”

      “Well, I guess that way something good might come out of that dirty money,” Nina grumbled.

      It was clear, after looking into Mason’s background, that his fortune was completely ill-gotten. In hindsight, it made sense now that he’d managed to build his hotel business up from the ground so quickly. His entire empire had been funded with the money he acquired by helping the gangs smuggle drugs. It still didn’t sit completely right with her, but Nina supposed that of all the things that could happen with the money, having Lizbeth and Leon use it to live a bitter life was one of the more favorable outcomes. It was the very least that they deserved after everything they had been through.

      “And now we know for sure what happened with that formula case,” Ethan grumbled as he popped another nacho into his mouth. He chewed it up grumpily before continuing. “It always bothered me that we never figured out how that happened. I didn’t say anything back when we closed the case, because I didn’t want to rain on everyone’s parade, but it was annoying to just leave it at ‘oh, it must have been an accident’. How does an accident that huge happen? It makes sense now, knowing that Mason orchestrated it all.”

      “That means we don’t have to worry about any more slip-ups of that nature, either,” Nina muttered. Though she hadn’t worked the formula case, she’d been very aware of it. The entire country had for a few days. There were few things that could incite a panic of that scale, but a widespread threat to people’s children was definitely one of them. “Now that Mason’s gone, he won’t be coming up with any more insane schemes to hurt his son, or anyone else’s.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” Ethan replied, raising his glass before taking another drink. Nina smiled a little sadly as she took another nacho from the basket, scraping off an excess glob of cheese before biting into it.

      “What’s wrong?” Ethan asked, perceptive as always. “You look kind of down all of a sudden.”

      “It’s nothing,” Nina sighed. “Nothing serious, anyway. I just–” She chuckled slightly. “On the drive over here, I was thinking about how much I was looking forward to meet up with you. I thought to myself, ‘It’ll be great to talk about something other than the case!’ But, well…” She trailed off sheepishly, and Ethan laughed.

      “Oh, yeah,” he chortled. “I guess that’s the only thing we’ve been talking about this entire time, huh? Guess it’s hard to turn it off. No worries, though, we can talk about something else. Starting right now.” He looked at Nina expectantly, and she blushed slightly under his gaze.

      “Uh, well, like what?” she laughed. This was harder than she thought. They really were both workaholics, weren’t they?

      “Well, for example,” Ethan hummed, lowering his voice as he leaned in slightly closer. “What are we doing after this? I mean I’m fine just sitting here having drinks all night if you’re up for it, but I’m open to suggestions.”

      “I think I can think of a few things I’d rather do,” Nina replied slyly.

      Ethan grinned back, and not for the first time, Nina found herself feeling glad that she’d gotten a chance to meet up with Ethan again.
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      A few weeks after the Mason case, things settled down considerably. Holm was finally moved off of desk duty, much to his relief. Nina and I had both gone back to our respective daily activities. As an FBI agent, she was just as busy as we were, and unless we wound up getting put on a case together, we rarely crossed paths. It was a little saddening to think that it might be awhile before we met again, but I didn’t spend too long dwelling on it. The urge to settle down just wasn’t in my blood, not like it was for Holm, who had apparently made up with Aurora.

      “Look, she sent me this medicine,” Holm bragged as he held up the prescription bottle of pills. I’d come to hang out at his new apartment now that he was settled in. Between our busy schedules and the number of times he’d wound up in the hospital, he’d barely had time to rent a new place and get all moved in. He was finally done and had invited me over for food and drinks as a housewarming.

      “Did you buy new furniture?” I asked as I took the bottle and plopped down on the couch beside him. It was big and soft, and I couldn’t remember him having such a nice couch the last time I’d been over for drinks.

      “Yeah,” Holm replied. “A lot of my old stuff was either burnt or smelled like smoke.”

      “Did Aurora get it for you?” I teased, grinning at him. The way Holm pursed his lips and frowned at me was all the answer I needed. He always seemed to get so embarrassed whenever I brought up his filthy rich girlfriend. “Don’t get all grumpy. Most guys would brag if they had a billionaire girlfriend willing to buy them stuff all the time.”

      “That’s not why I’m with her!” Holm protested, still scowling at me.

      “I didn’t say you were,” I laughed. Messing with him was too easy. “But still, you have to admit it’s a nice perk.”

      “Well… maybe,” Holm muttered. “But I’d still love her even if she was poor, you know. But sure, yeah, it’s a nice perk.” He grinned at me, and I shook my head as I looked back down at the prescription bottle.

      “Anyway, is this, uh, legal?” I held the bottle up. “Who’s Bruce Williams?”

      “Oh, the fake name she used to get it,” Holm explained as he took the bottle back. “I told her that my wound wasn’t infected, but she insisted on sending some antibiotics and some painkillers, too.”

      “That feels illegal,” I deadpanned. “Kind of feels like drug trafficking. You know, the type of crime we investigate pretty much every day?”

      “Aurora’s not a drug trafficker!” Holm protested indignantly. “She was just worried about me. It’s not like she goes around dealing to everyone just for fun. She just… gets carried away sometimes.”

      “Like that time she spent thousands on a last-minute ticket just to come see you when you had to cancel your trip over there?” I snickered.

      “Yeah,” Holm mumbled. “She’s a free spirit. The fact that she has pretty much endless money just gives her more options than most people.” He frowned as he turned the bottle over in his hands. “This was totally illegal.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a laugh. “But like you said, I seriously doubt Aurora is some drug kingpin.”

      “I dunno,” Holm joked as he set the bottle down on the coffee table in front of us. “We thought Hariska was just a nice, quiet little rookie, and look how she turned out.”

      “Point taken,” I conceded. “Then again, she’s been quiet lately.”

      Actually, we hadn’t had any issues related to Hariska ever since we’d closed the Mason case. After sending those goons to attack Agent Rivers at my house, she’d gone radio silent. A part of me worried about that, like we were sitting in the calm before the storm. I tried not to dwell on it, though, and just enjoy the peace while it lasted.

      After that, the two of us decided to switch to doing something more lighthearted. Holm turned the TV on and the two of us spent a little while mindlessly watching crime dramas while we waited for the delivery food Holm had ordered.

      “I can’t believe Bonnie likes these shows,” I exhaled derisively as I watched the detective on the screen flail around. “They’re so…”

      “Stupid?” Holm supplied. “Awful? Lame?”

      “I was going to say unrealistic,” I laughed as the detective just happened to literally stumble into the exact piece of evidence he needed.

      “Well, they’re fun,” Holme replied with a shrug. “And great for when you don’t want to think about all the horrible stuff actually happening in the world.”

      “True,” I agreed as I took a drink of my beer.

      “It’s crazy how much rich people can get away with, all because they have money,” Holm murmured. When I turned to look at him, he was staring off into space.

      “What?” I asked, turning to look between him and the TV. “Did I miss something?”

      “No, I’m not talking about the show,” Holm replied. “Aurora. I know she meant well, and she only got that medicine because she wanted to help me, but then there are people like Mason.” He frowned, sucking on his teeth. “The rules don’t apply to people with money. Sometimes the law doesn’t either. People like Mason use their wealth to hurt others and then pay off whoever they need to in order to get away with it. For every person like Aurora out there, there’s ten monsters like Mason.”

      “Yeah,” I replied somberly, the cheesy television show forgotten. “You’re right about that. But that’s why we’re here. We stopped Mason, and we’ll stop everyone else like him. We’d been shot, burned, stabbed, and halfway drowned, but we haven’t failed yet, right?” I shot him a sideways smirk, and Holm nodded.

      “Yeah.” He grinned back. “You’re right. We’re still kicking, somehow. Oh, and speaking of getting stabbed–” He got to his feet, setting his own drink down as he walked off somewhere into another room.

      I stared after him in confusion. He’d just stopped mid-sentence and walked away. When he returned to the living room a minute later, he was holding something long and wooden in his hands.

      “What is that!?” I exclaimed as I jumped to my feet, even though I knew exactly what it was. Holm had come back holding the very harpoon that he’d been stabbed with.

      “Well,” Holm started sheepishly, “it’s a harpoon.”

      “I can see that,” I replied flatly. “Why do you have it?”

      “I took it,” Holm replied diffidently as he turned the long, speared weapon over in his hands. “From evidence.”

      “Clearly,” I shot back. “Why? And how did nobody notice you walking out with a whole harpoon?”

      “Nobody notices anything,” Holm scoffed. “Actually, we should talk to Diane about how easy this was, especially with everything going on with Hariska. I mean, let’s come up with some other way to explain it, because I’d rather not admit that I stole the harpoon, but you get my point.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, still confused about what was going on. “But why did you steal the harpoon in the first place?”

      “Oh, for your search!” Holm explained as he walked over to me. “Look. Right here.” He pointed down to the spot near where the long staff of the harpoon met the pointed metal end. “1728! That’s the same year that was carved on the leather tube we found with the letters and the drawings of the ship. I remember because I spent weeks memorizing all that crap that time that Diane put us on leave.”

      “Alright,” I replied, a little less befuddled now. Actually, the fact that Holm had stolen the harpoon just because it happened to have a date that was sort of related to the Rogue was kind of touching. “But it could just be the same date. I mean… I’m sure a lot of stuff happened in 1728.”

      “Well, it doesn’t hurt to look into it,” Holm insisted as he pressed the harpoon into my hands. “Besides, nobody is going to miss some old harpoon. I doubt anyone will ever notice it missing from evidence. There’s a bunch of stuff down there that’s literally covered in dust.”

      He walked over to the couch and sat on the edge of the armrest. “You know, I’ve never thought about where all the evidence from cases goes until I went to steal that. Most of it just sits down there. Forever. And sure, I get that for a lot of it, it’s kept so we can reference it and maybe take DNA samples and stuff, but it’s not like we don’t know who did it! I was there. And Mason’s dead, so what do we need to keep the harpoon in evidence for?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “That’s a whole lot of justification for stealing,” I joked. “You’re starting to sound like a criminal, Holm. I see where Aurora gets it.”

      “Hey!” he protested, turning his nose up as he pretended to be offended. “That’s the thanks I get for stealing your precious harpoon?”

      “I didn’t ask you to take it!” I laughed, amused by the absurdity of the situation.

      “Well, just keep it as a souvenir,” Holm argued. “Even if it’s not related to the Rogue, it goes with all the other stuff you’ve collected. You can open a museum one day with all of it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure people will love that,” I snorted as the two of us went to sit back on the couch. “They’ll come for miles to see the harpoon that once stabbed you in the intestines and then ended Frederick Mason.”

      “Just leave the first part out,” Holm replied dismissively. “Sounds much cooler if you just say it was used to take out some crazed, evil billionaire.”

      “Whatever you say,” I laughed as I set the harpoon down on the coffee table, not totally sure what I was going to do with it. I supposed Holm was right. Nobody would miss it, and it would just wind up collecting dust on a shelf down in the evidence room in any other case. And after all, it would make for a fun story one day.
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      I could tell the moment that I finished the story that the kids weren’t pleased with me. Normally, by the end of a story, they’d be staring up at me with wide-eyed wonder, and though they still looked like they’d enjoyed it, I could tell by the sour looks on their faces that they were annoyed.

      “So… Robbie was okay?” Mac asked. “He recovered from his ruptured intestines?”

      “Yes,” I replied simply.

      “Ethan, do you think you’re funny?” Ty groaned, pouting at me as he crossed his arms and leaned onto the bartop.

      “Oh, he thinks he’s a riot,” Mike teased, snickering under his breath, though whether he was laughing at the kids’ reactions or at his own quip, I wasn’t sure.

      “You kids didn’t like the story?” I asked, playing dumb and feigning disappointment.

      “It’s not that!” Charlie rushed to reassure me. “Your stories are always great. It’s just… Well, we kind of thought that you, you know–”

      “You said you would tell us what happened to Robbie!” Mac interrupted him impatiently. “And when you mentioned that thing with him throwing the stool, I thought, ‘Finally, this is it!’ but then it wasn’t! And then he speared with a harpoon and I thought, ‘Okay, this is probably it’, but it wasn’t!” She pursed her lips and glared at me, unusually boisterous. She had several empty glasses in front of her, which I supposed explained how uncharacteristically lively she was that night.

      “You did say you were going to tell us what happened,” Jeff argued as he reached over to stroke Mac’s back. She went rigid for a second at his touch, and her face turned a little redder than it already was due to the alcohol in her system.

      “I did,” I agreed with a nod. “But I never specified when–”

      “Oh, come on!” Ty and the rest of them all broke out into a chorus of protests.

      “You knew what we meant!” Charlie insisted.

      “You can’t just say you’re gonna tell us and then not tell us!” Mac griped.

      All the while, Mike sat off to the side, yukking it up like this was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. I supposed that was fair. I had played a little joke on the kids. And though I did genuinely intend to tell them what happened, I couldn’t just jump straight into it.

      “Alright, alright.” I lifted my hands to call them to order. “Settle down. I am telling you what happened, I promise. But if I jumped right to it, you’d all have been confused. There are a lot of parts to the story that won’t make sense unless I give you the background first.”

      The kids all quieted down, and though they didn’t look pleased, they didn’t argue further.

      “I guess that makes sense,” Mac conceded. “Not that I don’t think you’re mostly just stalling for time, but I can see how it might be confusing if you skip ahead.”

      “Why would I stall?” I laughed. “It’s not like you’re all holding me hostage here.”

      “Sure feels that way sometimes,” Mike grunted as he waved out at the empty bar with his hand. “We closed up a while ago already, and you’re still here babysitting.”

      “Babysitting?” Jeff repeated indignantly. “We’re not kids!”

      “You’re practically toddlers in my eyes,” Mike retorted, laughing again quietly before turning back to his phone.

      “What are you doing over there?” Charlie asked curiously. “You’re been typing away on that thing for a while. Are you transcribing Ethan’s story or something?”

      “What!?” Mike gasped, as though Charlie had just suggested something appalling. “Heck no! Why would I write that all down when it’s mostly baloney he twisted to make himself look good?”

      “No, it’s not,” I insisted. “That all happened exactly like I said it did!”

      “Sure it did,” Mike replied sarcastically before turning to wink at the kids. “Don’t believe him! You want to hear how things really went down, you come and ask me! I’ll tell you the real version without all the fluff that Ethan adds to make himself look cool.”

      “I don’t do that!” I laughed. “You weren’t even there for most of these cases unless Robbie and I went to tell you about them at the bar!”

      “You should always ask an unbiased source,” Mike advised the kids, completely ignoring me. “As for what I’m doing…” He glanced back down at his phone. “I, uh… I apologized to Sherry.”

      “You did!?” Jeff exclaimed excitedly. “Oh, but how? Weren’t you moaning earlier about how you didn’t have her number?”

      “I just looked her up on social media,” Mike explained with a scowl. “I hate all that stuff. Never understood why somebody would want to put their whole private lives all over the internet for everyone to ogle at! But, well, Sherry’s worth making a few accounts.”

      “Aww,” Mac cooed teasingly. “Mike’s in love!”

      “You watch your mouth,” Mike warned. “I just needed to say I was sorry, that’s all. A man owns up to his mistakes when he’s wrong, especially if he offends a lady in the process. And, well, if she wants to meet up again, then I won’t say no.”

      He grinned as he went back to clicking away on his phone, and I couldn’t help but smile. Mike was a good friend, and seeing him happy made me happy.

      “So Mike’s love life aside,” Mac hummed as she turned on her stool to face me. “About Robbie–”

      “No,” I interrupted before she could say anything further. “Sorry, but Mike does have a point. It’s late, and you four have held me hostage long enough. It’s time to head home.”

      “But Jeff’s going to be leaving soon!” Ty whined as he looked over at his burly friend. “We have to get to that part before he does, at least!”

      “Well, I can try to get to it,” I frowned, not actually sure how much longer it might take. I still hadn’t explained everything to them, and I didn’t want to rush and have to backtrack later.

      “Just a hint,” Charlie pleaded. “What happened to Holm? Oh, and Hariska, what happened to her? What about Southside? You caught that one guy, but if they didn’t really have leaders, then did they not just regroup again?”

      “See?” I smiled. “This is exactly what I mean. There’s still a lot to cover. If I jump right to the part you all want to hear so badly, then you’ll miss everything that led up to it.”

      “Fine,” Mac grumbled. “You have a good point. But I agree with Charlie. Can’t we have just a little hint about what happened?”

      I pursed my lips as I looked at them, all waiting with bated breath and excited eyes. I wasn’t sure what I could say that wouldn’t immediately give it all away. As I looked around the bar for inspiration, my eyes landed on an old diving mask. I was actually a little surprised to see it sitting on a shelf besides a few other mementos from my old cases, because I couldn’t recall having placed it there. Then I remembered that some time ago, Mike and the kids had taken over the bar while I was sick and redecorated.

      I wasn’t upset that they moved it. I couldn’t really blame them, since it wasn’t all that fragile and, honestly, it looked like a piece of trash. It was old and worn, and the glass in one lens was completely shattered, leaving only jagged edges around the sides to indicate they’re ever been glass there at all.

      It had been Robbie’s mask.

      “Hey Jeff,” I called out to our freshly graduated SEAL. “You learned to dive as part of your BUD/S training, right?”

      “Oh, yeah!” Jeff grinned excitedly. “Man, it was wild. It was scary at first, trying to breathe underwater. It just felt so unnatural. You want to hold your breath, you know? Your brain tells you that if you don’t, you’ll drown. But once you get past that hurdle, though, man, what a feeling. Uh, why do you ask?”

      “Since you have experience diving,” I replied, “then you’ll understand just how terrifying this next case was.”

      “Wait, what?” Mac chimed in. “I know how to dive too. Why does that make a difference?”

      “Because unless you’ve experienced it,” I replied, “then you can’t really know just how scary it is to be trapped underwater with no way to breathe.”
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me through e-mail.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.
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